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Arriving at Hogsmeade Station

Niki and Morticia's conversation was not notable for its interestingness. Neither was very much inclined to see things from the other's point of view as Tish found it impossible to see Nathan as a boy, and Niki to see him as a brother, so they lapsed into an uncomfortable silence as the train slowed and approached the Hogwarts station. 

Niki began to rummage for her cloak in the top of her trunk. It was getting dark, and looked as if it might be quite chilly. 

*********

For Nathaniel, getting on the train had been easy. 

Shrugging out of the indigo over robe and pulling the school uniform black robes over his black clothing was very difficult. This was the moment when he felt more than ever before that it wasn't a game, nothing to be light-hearted over. 

He was a wizard in training. Nathaniel Greenleigh, no more remarkable than the next boy apart from the contact juggling thing, was going to be a wizard. Or at least, someone somewhere thought he was. 

Nathaniel was painfully aware that his wand didn't make sparks no matter how carefully he flicked his wrist when he waved it. People in his year had incinerated bits of the train. He couldn't even do sparks. 

The kitten sat on his shoulder, looking concerned and occasionally batting playfully at his ear in a vague attempt to get him to lighten up. It didn't work. 

When the train pulled in, he was the last out of the carriage and stood at the back of the crowd on the platform, trying to look inconspicuous and wondering if he could possibly slip away and take a muggle train back to London. 

Sarah noted that Nathaniel was hanging back as students started loading their belongings into various horseless carriages assisted by the drivers. 

She gave him a quizzical look raised her eyebrow and said, "Don't even think it or Raffie and I will be forced to hunt you down!" 

In a quieter voice and with a more serious look, "It'll be better than you think really. All that stuff - like the 'Firebird' that obviously touches you - it is real - dragons and unicorns and centaurs - all real, the good, bad and in between. Come on we get to ride in these neat carriage things. The First Years cross the lake and we'll be there waiting for them to arrive." 

"Raffie?" he looked part guilty at being found out in his wish to abandon ship, and part quizzical. "Oh.. you mean Raph.. my mistake." 

He glanced at Raphael briefly, appraisingly, and then back to Sarah; and something in his eyes changed a little... though what it had been to begin with and what it became only Nathaniel could say, and maybe not even then. 

"The good is tolerable, the bad easy to see. It's the what lies between black and white that scares me. What shades of gray might be found and understood or hated and feared." he said quietly, his hand dropping automatically to his pocket. Not to his wand. A small silver filigree globe briefly comforted his fingertips. "What is the Sorting Hat, Sarah, for it seems I must face this beast tonight." 

"Just a wizard's hat that was enchanted many years ago to place each student that comes here in one of the Four Houses. A very friendly hat and not to be feared despite how we wind up the First Years." 

If Nathaniel had been a girl, Sarah would have given him a hug of reassurance but he wasn't a girl. 

"You'll be fine both of you." she gave each boy a quick kiss on the cheeks 'for luck' trying not to think of the disaster of her own sorting. 

Nathaniel was vaguely aware that the world might have ended in that moment and he wouldn't have noticed it. The quick brush of her warm lips on his cheek was the only sensation he felt. 

The kitten jammed all its claws into his shoulder and that just about caught his attention. "I'm gonna look like a pincushion soon." he muttered, lifting it down and putting it into a pocket, though there was no sourness in his voice over it. It had stopped him standing there like a fool because a girl had kissed him on the cheek. Nathaniel was starting to get the message that the cat was on his side in most things, and that too was subtly reassuring. 

He looked at the coach and shrugged a little, and he was singing quietly as he politely indicated that Sarah should get in first. 

"I'm ready 

I'm ready for the laughing gas 

I'm ready I'm ready for what's next 

I'm ready to duck 

I'm ready to dive 

I'm ready to say I'm glad to be alive 

I'm ready I'm ready for the push.." 

Just after kissing the boys, Sarah had spotted Hagrid nearby directing the students either into the carriages or in the case of the First Years into the boats that were waiting for their crossing of the lake. 

She went over briefly to speak to him and then came back to the carriage smiling. "Apparently Basil - my boa has had a brilliant summer in the greenhouse. I almost hated the thought of bringing him into the castle but Hagrid says he is fitting out a special tank for him so he'll be more comfy." 

The first carriages were starting to move off and Sarah accepted Nathaniel's polite invitation to enter the horseless carriage first, with a smile for the sentiment of his lyrics. 

********

With the train stopped, students were starting to disembark.

 "This is the exciting bit." Nimue said to Jian. "Soon you will discover what House you'll be in. I think you'll have your Sorting after the First Years have been done. The other times we've had people being sorted into the later years it has taken place in a side chamber - so less embarrassing though I am unsure what happens if someone comes at start of the school year." 

She turned to Kat, "Do you know? I was pre-sorted like Mahou has been so it wasn't something I actually noticed." 

"I suppose that is one part of Hogwarts life I shall miss," Shinrei replied to Nimue's statement about Sorting. "When I arrived, all roads led to Gryffindor Tower for me." 

She had drifted in and out of sleep during the remainder of the journey to Hogwarts and was now a little apprehensive at the prospect of returning to school. Before she had been excited but now...after the incident with Kanjou's ninja messengers, she was led to wonder how people would regard her. 

The good thing about her "rest" was that she felt much stronger and able to carry her own packages without trouble. The thing that kept bothering her was the red-gold belt that was looped loosely around the waistline of her black Hogwarts robes. 

She went over to Nimue, Kat and Marvo. She cleared her throat. "Pardon me," she said with just the slightest bit of hesitation. 

"I want to thank you for helping me," Shinrei blurted out, feeling a little flustered. "What you all did meant a lot. I am in your debt." 

Nimue smiled. "Thank you, Shinrei." 

Nimue's main concern was not so much the heaviness of her packages as her main luggage was in the baggage compartment and would be taken to the castle with others things - but how to balance the owl cage with the bunches of flowers sent by Anders. 

She turned to Marvo, "If you do that reduction spell of yours on these can you show me when we are in the common room how to return them back to proper size?" 

Marvo smiles "Sure thing Lizzy. Wouldn't want these to all go to waste" 

With that he started 'zapping' the flowers and bowls and soon the carriage looked like some sort of toy flower shop. After collecting them up and carefully placing them in a trunk they were ready to depart. Marvo looked out of the window at the station and frowned. He could see a group of 7th Year Slytherin and Gryffindor shouting at each other, it looked like the old house rivalries weren't going to be any less this year. Still. Nothing new there. 

"Come on. Our carriage awaits" Marvo said and led them out to the awaiting carriages. 

********

Shinrei looked around and noticed that other people did not bring their things along. She had a vague memory of someone mentioning that things were brought up to the bedrooms straight from the train. 

She went over to Jian. "Hupi-san, are you going to leave your things behind? I believe our luggage are taken straight to our dormitories by some magical means, though I am not fully certain how." She glanced around; hoping somebody would confirm this. 

At Nimue's mention of the Sorting, Jian felt the heavy weight of apprehension descend upon him. His great-uncle had mentioned that two of the four Houses would fit him best-Ravenclaw, to which Xian himself had belonged, or Gryffindor, the House of the Warrior Wizard. 

Jian wanted to be in Gryffindor. It was that simple. Would this Sorting Hat agree with him? Or would it see another side of him that would make him more appropriate for another House-like Slytherin, for instance. 

He was most thankful when Shinrei Hikari opted to speak to him. She looked much better than she had earlier, and he was relieved she could walk around again. Her encounter with the ninjas had been most disturbing. 

"Perhaps we leave our luggage, too, Miss," he agreed. "No one else seems to carry theirs." 

It was true. Most of the students disembarking were carrying nothing but their cloaks and some sweets, leftovers from the train journey. He wisely placed his luggage sack and parcels back in the compartment but made sure he had the bo staff tucked firmly into his pocket. 

One will never know what could happen. 

Jon Sinclair had been somewhat miserable during the trip going over and over in his mind what an idiot he had been over Shinrei but he wasn't one to brood - more just to suppress. 

He made his way now with a group of Sixth and Seventh year Gryffindors with whom he'd ended up having a quite a jolly time on the train. That a fellow Gryff had demolished the carriage in some sort of fight was generally hailed as proof of magical superiority of their House. 

Jon had advised them of Luis Verga's return whom most of them recalled from their early years at Hogwarts. It was considered generally hilarious that Luis was having to study with Fourth Years. 

"He's acquired a taste for Gryffindors as well." one said, "He was chatting up that skinny little Irish witch in Diagon Alley and I think I saw them in a compartment together talking during the journey. Someone should have a word with her." 

General consensus was that as she was new she didn't know the proper protocols. Friendship with a Ravenclaw or Hufflepuff was tolerable but with a Slytherin - never. This lead to some discussion about Dylan whom it was understood had finally recovered from the love spell inflicted upon him by that little 'snake' Niki Pheidippides. 

Passing Shinrei and hearing her remark Jon paused briefly to answer. His voice was cool betraying no intimacy. "Yes, Miss Hikari. Just leave them and they will be transported to your dormitory while we are at the feast." With that he and the 'lads' moved off en masse. 

Shinrei heard Jon's voice, saying the answer to her concern about luggage. Before she could say a proper thank-you, he was already out of earshot, in a swarm with his upperclass friends. 

She momentarily pondered what was wrong with him, what made him decide so quickly not to be in her company any longer. Shrugging the thought aside, she turned to Jian: "I guess we can leave our luggage, Hupi-san. Jon-kun says so." 

Shinrei followed Jian's lead and placed her things in the compartment. Looking at her treasured Rakurai broom, she felt a strong sense of possession but brushed it aside. She tucked the boxed broomstick snugly between her packages and backpack. 

She straightened and made her way to the waiting carriages by the Hogsmeade station. 

Jian followed Shinrei, taking care so he would be a few steps behind her. He was never comfortable in walking side by side with people. He either walked ahead or lagged behind. Add to that the fact that he had never really walked with females. 

He looked around curiously. There were very many horseless carriages lined up at the end of the station. Students climbed into these, three or four to each, and then they were off. Who was he supposed to ride with? Were there assignments? He hadn't even been Sorted yet... 

**********

Andy gathered his things (owl cage, books, luggage, etc.) and hurriedly stepped off the train. He caught up to Nimue, Kat, and Marvo. 

"I'm ready to go," he said. "Which carriage shall we take?" He smiled at Nimue. He winked at Kat. He ignored Marvo. 

As they walked towards the carriages, Nimue had scanned the platform hoping that Anders might be there to meet them. She didn't like to presume - after all they would see him tomorrow after all and maybe he wouldn't want to be around this many people. 

She had also noted the brief exchange between Jon Sinclair and Shinrei. The Japanese girl seemed very cool towards him now and he'd obviously felt replaced. What a contrast to the way they'd been that morning walking arm in arm? 

"Do you understand Shinrei, Marvo? She's very polite and all but I don't think she really wants to be friends. I'm not like that am I? Unapproachable? Self-absorbed?" She looked quite concerned. 

"She comes from a very different culture to us Lizzy. From what I've read she is being far more 'friendly' to us now that she would have been to anyone she knew before. They're extremely formal. Why, I read of one clan that has a three day ceremony just to day hello!" 

He looked over to Jon Sinclair and Shinrei. "She does need to chill out a bit mind you. And hanging around that stuffed shirt won't help!" 

"I don't think by the looks of it that she'll be hanging out with Jon any more." said Nimue as Jon had moved away. "Plus, you're avoided the last question and if you just say 'yes' I am sure that I will have to box your ears. I am trying to be a better person and self-knowledge is important - 'woman know thy self' and all that." 

*Oh Oh! This is getting into dangerous ground* though Marvo. *Is this one of those situations where any or no answer will be wrong?* 

"Erm..." He said "..... What was the question again?" He prepared to duck... just in case 

A tall, lanky figure appeared on the horizon, half walking and half-running from the direction of Hogsmeade village. Anders Grimalkin had timed his arrival to coincide with that of the Hogwarts Express, but in typical Anders-fashion, had got it just ever-so-slightly wrong. 

"Nimue!" he called, anxious that she might have thought he'd reneged on the deal to meet her at the other end. "Hey!" 

He came to a halt in front of her, wheezing slightly from his exertion. He might have been looking fitter and healthier, but his recurring pneumonia still occasionally reared its ugly head, and right now his breathing sounded remarkably painful. He had a huge grin on his face though as he looked almost reluctantly around at the throng of people, wishing, perhaps, that he too would be returning to his DADA post. 

"Here I am," he said, when he'd finally got his breath back. 

*Saved! * Thought Marvo. "Anders! Great to see you made it. You get here okay?" Hopefully Nimue would now be distracted. 

Which of course she was. Totally. She beamed at him Anders. 

"So you are. You should have hitched a ride on the train with us. We had excitement! A bunch of ninjas turned up to do some sort of ritual challenge to Shinrei, you know that girl from Japan who came to school at the end of the year. Now she's ended up betrothed to a wizard more than three times her age!" 

She winked at Anders - as it put their under seven year age gap in perspective. "Marvo here handled himself very well in the circumstances. Quite the diplomat though his face was a picture when the head Ninja announced Shinrei was to be the wife of this High Lord. They made a flashy exit and didn't even clean up the mess they'd made." 

She smiled again, "Of course, by the time we get to the castle the grapevine will have greatly elaborated on the tale." 

She paused, "Thank you for the flowers that was very thoughtful and Marvo has miniaturised them for Kat and myself. Will you be coming up to the castle with us?" 

She said the last quite quickly, her face was hopeful though she would understand if it was too painful for him. She also wondered if Andy found Anders' presence strange or whether in his own current unusual state he found little to be so. 

Secretly she wished she and Anders could be betrothed now and she wear some symbol of that promise as Shinrei now did. Time enough for such rituals and observances though. 

Anders listened to Nimue's story intently. "Sounds like you had more fun than me," he said, a little ruefully. "I took the Floo network up to Hogsmeade and overshot. I wound up in Inverness. Too enthusiastic, probably." 

He smiled. "Yes, I'll be coming up to the school with you," he said in answer to her question. "I have some bits and pieces to pick up, and Snape sent me an owl saying he's developed a stronger restorative that might help my recovery some more. Anything's got to be worth a try." He looked vulnerable for a moment. He hated his debilitating illness. It was the last remaining memory of the horrors he'd undergone in the past few months, and he sincerely believed that if he could only be returned to full health, maybe the nightmares would lessen. 

Deep down, of course, he knew that physical recovery was not the answer. Time was what he needed. He linked his arm through Nimue's, no longer feeling inhibited by their teacher/pupil relationship. "Shall we?" 

"Yes, certainly" she was a little shy about walking arm in arm but as no one paid attention - being focused on getting into the boats and carriages - she quickly became more at ease. 

She knew that traditionally the boats would move off together while the carriages tended to leave as soon as loaded. "We saw Professor Snape in London. Well, I did anyway - Marvo, Andy and Kat had left by that time. He wasn't on the train or we would have heard about it when the explosion happened - there was a magical explosion. Some Ninja spell - anyway Marvo is writing a report - aren't you Marvo?" 

She smiled at Anders enjoying gently teasing Marvo. 

"Oh yes. I'll be sending in a report as soon as I get back to Hogwarts. The Ministry will already know of course, The WiBs will have been de-briefed" 

Marvo smiled at Anders and Nimue; happy they could at least show some 'connection' between them now he wasn't a teacher. He took Kat's hand as they walked.

Carriage Journeys

Morticia left the train with her little sister Nimue, bringing her to the other Firsties to be stuffed into the boats. She entirely ignored Nathan and Niki. She was upset and angry with both of them, with their stubbornness and most of all with Nathan's arrogance. 'Nothing will happen.' Yeah, right. Just like with Belle... 

She led the anxious little blond girl to a group of shivering First Years, smiled at Hagrid and went to find a place in a carriage. 

David pointed the way as he climbed into one of the carriage, and Ruthie scurried over to the group of other first years. She was grinned infectiously, and looked like she might burst with excitement. 

"Hey Tish!" called Sarah from the window of the carriage. "Your little sister is named Nimue isn't she? How we gonna know who you're talking about or will you just call Gryffindor Nimue 'Lizzy' like Marvo does and drive her bonkers?" She grinned, 

"If you want you can travel with us. No hoity-toity Gryffindors in this carriage, promise." She winked at Raphael - his future House still remained a mystery of course. 

Morticia laughed. "Well, my sister is Ninny so Nimue will stay Nimue, there'll be no problem there... Thanks for the invitation." 

She climbed into the carriage. "I don't want to sit with Niki and Nathan exchanging smoochies all the time, you know?" She growled lowly and stared at Glueclaws. "What, are you coming in or what?" 

The cat glared at her and jumped into the carriage. "Anyway, Sarah, how have you been? Nice holidays?" She smiled at Raphael. "Hi. You're the one my cat is so fond of, right?" 

Niki, who was standing nearby, frowned at hearing her own name, but was wisely silent. Morticia, while usually a wonderfully nice person, was not someone whose bad temper was enjoyable. Instead, she pulled her cloak a little tighter and set off to look for an empty (or partially so) carriage. 

"Smoochies." said Sarah pulling a slight face. "Risking life and limb and the wrath of Arcadia Fudge. Living life on the edge, huh?" 

Sarah gazed at Gluey with a slightly wary eye as the cat had hissed at her earlier. "Holidays were cool. I hung out with my pal Molly and watched lots of muggle telly. Practised flying a lot as well so I am all ready for the Quidditch trials this year. You know Slytherin House may well be regret I didn't get my place there after all." 

She said this with a wink. The subject of her House placement was much less of an issue these days. "Did you have a good holiday? Parents not too parental were they? Did you get to go to Ambassador type parties and dress up?" 

Morticia frowned. "You know, they make me sick! This constant 'you're so pretty' and 'you're so clever'-stuff, it's highly annoying! Not even to mention Arcadia who'll hunt them down the whole year. But that's not my business, is it? Huff!" 

Sarah trusted the boys wouldn't mind too much 'girl talk'. After all she and Tish never usually had that much time to chat being in different Houses. "Yeah unless Magnus the Magnet sweeps Arcadia off her feet and distracts her totally for the year." she said with a smile.

"Magnus the Magnet!" Morticia laughed. "Well, let's hope Arcadia indeed finds another victim to focus her evil thoughts on."

Tish picked up Glueclaws and began to pet him absent-mindedly. The cat rolled his eyes. "My holiday? Well, Niki was there for a visit, so go figure... I don't think she was really visiting ME, anyway. And my mom is pregnant with twins and my dad wasn't there. So - yeah, great holidays!" 

She grimaced. "I visited Branwen, though, that was fun." She blushed slightly. "Edryd was there..." 

"Edryd huh? He's graduated now from Durmstrang hasn't he - does that mean he's back in Wales? You guys writing to each other or isn't it that serious?"  asked Sarah.

Glueclaws finally managed to get away from her and jumped onto Raphael's lap where he immediately began to purr. Morticia ignored her cat's activity and went on with her conversation with Sarah. 

"As for Edryd.... well, I'm going to write to him. I hope he writes back. But he'll probably forget about me soon, now he's graduated and all that, he'll have enough to do - too much to write stupid little girls..." 

She sighed and looked outside, frowning as she saw Nathan looking around, seemingly to find space in one of the carriages. "But then he's entirely different from OTHER boys so maybe he's a gentleman after all." 

"Tish.... you are not stupid and not a little girl." said Sarah. "You are an intelligent, powerful young woman plus a Slytherin prefect and a brilliant Quidditch player to boot. I mean come on. He'd be mad not to write." 

She looked out of the window as well noting Nathan. "Don't let Nathan get between you and Niki - I mean the two of you are close friends and that's so important." 

She changed the subject tactfully; "Think your little sister will be sorted to Slytherin? Is it a House your family has usually been sorted to?" 

"Well, we'll see." Morticia gave a loooong sigh and then forced a smile. "I just wish Nat would go for Arcadia, you know? I mean, I'm free to hate her. But Niki! I'm just -worried. Nat can be... difficult, you know?" 

She sighed. "As for Ninny - I bet she'll be a Hufflepuff. Ravenclaw maybe. But never a Slytherin, although Nathan won't like it, of course..." 

********

Piotr was one of the last to disembark, slouching dismally along the platform, his well cut robes accentuating his long, lean figure. He overheard various comments about 'Sorting' and reminded himself that whatever house he was assigned to didn't matter. He wasn't a team player. He was in this for himself, not to gain house points. 

He stood, a little lost and overwhelmed, but refusing to acknowledge it, at the end of the platform, staring across the sea of heads. He pulled his robes tighter around him defensively and, given that it was dark enough, removed his sunglasses. His odd violet eyes seemed to almost glow in the semi-darkness. 

He stood. And waited further instruction. 

Niki caught a glimpse of Piotr, remembering him vaguely from his visit, and fought her way up to him. He looked quite lost. "We take the carriages now," she said helpfully. "Well, not the first years, they go across the lake... Ooh, don't envy them, do you? It's cold." She began to lead the way towards the line of horseless carriages. 

"Cold?" he said, following the other girl, a faint smile flickering across his gaunt features. "Niet. Russia. Now THERE'S cold for you." He pocketed his sunglasses and let his hands fall to his side, his back rigid and his posture awkward-looking. Then he remembered that his parents weren't around to criticise, and he reverted to his customary slouch. 

"Tell me," he said to Niki in his soft, heavily-Birmingham accented voice. "Just what exactly ARE the four different houses at Hogwarts? Not that I care or anything," he added hastily, for fear that she might think he was interested. "I just want to know." 

"Cold for someone from the sub-tropics," Niki said with a slightly forced laugh. She still missed what she considered 'home', even the thought of it, and her family, could still make tears well up in her eyes. So best not to think of it. 

She began to lead the way towards the carriages. "The four houses are Gryffindor, Hufflepuff, Ravenclaw, and Slytherin. I'm in Slytherin... Umm... Gryffindors are supposed to be brave and noble, but it sometimes seems like pigheadedness... Hufflepuffs are supposed to be very loyal, and hard workers, although it seems like all they do is gossip. Ravenclaws are the smart ones--not that there aren't smart people in other houses, too, and Slytherins are ambitious... Lots of 'em aren't very nice people, either."

 She shrugged. "It's really what is most important to you. I was almost in Hufflepuff, only in Slytherin because... Well, I'm in Slytherin," she finished lamely. 

********

Branwen had managed to sleep soundly through the journey; the excitement of the last few days of freedom had obviously proved too much for her despite her best efforts to keep her eyes open. 

She and Hal had collected their small belongings and now looked for a carriage. "You going with the Slytherins?" She asked, pulling her thick cloak around her to stop the shivering after her extended nap. 

Hal looked slightly panic-stricken but sighed resignedly and nodded. "I suppose I had better, yes, make an effort. Right?" 

Branwen smiled, "Yes, you never know you might make some proper in- House friends this term. You weren't really here long enough before the holidays, were you?" She told him, scanning the platform for some sign of Randal...there was none. 

"Come on then." She said, gently leading him toward the carriages, "get yourself in there and mingle" she laughed as she opened a door. She left him to clamber aboard and wandered off to find a Ravenclaw carriage, pulling the cloak tighter and yawning. 

Jacob had spilled out of the train with the rest of them. He found an unoccupied spot near the building, wearing his too-short robes and loosely grasping his tattered suitcase. It was cold out, and his glasses had instantly fogged up so he could barely see. 

He stumbled towards the carriages, taking off his glasses in the attempt of wiping them off (which only impaired his vision more, for without them he was almost blind) and nearly fell over. He put them back on, and for a moment he could see where he was. Then they fogged up again. 

He sighed and let himself be tugged along with the throng of students making their way to the carriages and thus to the school. 

*******

Raphael had nodded politely to Morticia, with the reminder of Glueclaws, and smiled at the cat and made himself available as a seat for the cat. But after that, everything seemed to fade except for the rushing sight of pouring rain outside the carriage, beating a tattoo of pain across the windows. Leaning against the window with his cheek, ice shooting into it from the cold, Raphael thought to himself. He thought of everything that had happened. He thought of everything that would be happening to him tonight. 

Would he step into a great hall, all the other students looking at him curiously, until the hat was presented to him? And then, when the hat was on his head, would it simply laugh at him? Why was he here? Why had events led him here when he was so obviously not meant to be here - he was so obviously a replacement for someone else. 

Was being a replacement enough? And who had he replaced? Why was everything so wrong? 

Slipping his hand into his pocket, Raphael retrieved a slip of paper that had been thrust into his hand as he had slipped away, before all that fuss with... what was her name... Shinrei? He unfolded it. On it was an untidy scrawl, a hand that was unused to capitol letters, but... he read it anyway, touching each of the words as if they might tell him why. 

"Thirty somethings lined up on a desk 

A flowers babe of heady mead 

Pogo leap to space for single rash 

His face looking at me contemptuously. 

Jabberwocky is needed this instant now 

Speaking foreign tongues and coughing 

Phlegm and sick too much to swallow 

To gargle not to spit I count uncourteous." 

They made no sense to him. Words... on paper... trying to say something... words coming across so garbled and incomprehensible. Was that how he was viewed? Was he suddenly speaking a foreign language? Raphael wondered who truly spoke his friend's language. He'd been so angry with him on the train - so wanting to talk to Sarah and Nathaniel about it - so unable to. 

It was all tied up in the same thing: Raphael being in this carriage, being on the way to this school. Raphael knew it was wrong, but he was acting as if it wasn't. He was acting as if his coming to this school was right, was the thing that was ordained, but it wasn't, was it? Raphael was a replacement. Raphael was a fake. Raphael, whatever he did, would never be able to speak both the language of truth that was in the poem, and the language of Hogwarts. 

Looking up at Nathaniel, Raphael thought that perhaps he'd speak to him. Nathaniel would look at him - not understand - neither would the others in the carriage - then he could leave. The words wouldn't come out right... Raphael knew it. So he spoke. "Stop thinking, old man. Stop thinking and start talking. Start talking to me," Raphael ordered Nathaniel, quietly, as not to disturb Sarah and Morticia. 

********

As the Hogwarts Express had rolled to a stop Winifred hadn’t noticed how much time had passed. "It looks like we're here already. That went awfully fast," Winifred said. "I suppose we should gather our things and head to the carriages." 

She stuck her books back into her trunk and, with a wave of her wand, shrunk everything down to an easy carrying size. 

As she stepped off the train, the chill of the evening air blew against her face and she pulled her cloak tight around her. She scanned the crowd and the familiar faces reminded her of how much she loved Hogwarts. She spied an empty carriage and climbed in. 

As soon as he stepped off the train, sleep having consumed him for a few hours, unexpectedly. He was late off the train, far too late, he told himself. He'd wanted to be able to pick and choose the carriage he was going in, but that wouldn't happen. He'd had to spend the last five minutes, when everyone else was leaping into carriages together, locked in the express bathroom, dealing with the mess that his hair was in after leaning against the train window while sleeping. 

"Damn it," he muttered hoarsely in the cold when he realised that it was practically deserted of his year. He noted the carriages left, quickly peeking through the door, and chose the third one, guessing that it was 50:50 that it was a girl inside, being that there was only one person in the carriage... 

He greeted the person within with a "hello," before slamming the door behind him to keep out the wind and water, neither of which were good for him. Then, putting on his Best Smile (patent pending) he turned to see Winifred sitting alone in the carriage. 

Winifred was startled by the sudden appearance of a stranger in her carriage. "Oh! Hello," she said, slightly flustered. The boy looked to be her age and he was strikingly handsome. She couldn't help but blush. "I don't believe we've met. My name's Winifred Fanel, pleased to meet you," she said, sticking out her hand in an effort to appear confident. 

********

Luis Verga felt the Hogwarts Express pull to a stop. He heard compartment doors sliding open, people's voices rising in excitement, hundreds of feet running about. It was the start of a new school year. How he missed the feeling. 

Now it was oddly numbed, but he nonetheless peered out the window and saw the Hogsmeade station and the horseless carriages. This was his sanctuary. 

He had mulled over Mahou's story. If only the girl knew how he could relate to it, given his own background and what transpired in the past three years in which he had been unheard from. 

"Mahou," he said to the girl who was seated across him, "be careful around the school, okay? There's always a cruel side to people--it's a cruel world, when you think about it." 

"I think it would be best if we don't talk much in the presence of people from our respective houses. Gryffindor and Slytherin people are known not to mix since way back when. Exceptions are not taken kindly." 

He gathered his things into his duffel, put on his Hogwarts robes, and muttered a sealing spell on his bag so that none could open it but him. Before leaving the compartment, he gave Mahou an encouraging smile. 

"I'll teach you this spell when we get the chance." Luis pulled out his wand and pointed it at Mahou's hat. In theory, the hat could only be removed by the wearer: "Mitratus." 

"See you around, Mahou," he said with a wink. He joined the queue of people disembarking from the train. Once outside, he looked around for his fellow Slytherins. 

Mahou stood as Luis did, smiling at him before he left. "I'll be careful, Luis," she told him, "An' I hope tha' we can still chat sometimes. e'en if it be in secret." She curtsied fancifully and dipped her head, appearing a princess in a royal court and her robes a beautiful velvet gown. "I hope this year be great f'r ye, Luis.. thank ye." She reached over and took his hand, squeezing it gently. 

After he had left, Mahou peeled off her Cerridwyn's robes and pulled on her Hogwarts ones; the fit was amazing. She twirled, smiling at the fit of the robes, hoping that Luis would be able to teach her that spell. She pulled on her hat again and picked up her bag, following the rest of the folks out to the school. Hoping she'd find a band of Gryffindors... 

********

Drake stepped off the train and looked around uncomfortably. He saw Nathan chatting with some other Slytherins. Somewhere else, Niki was talking to a stranger. Great. So everybody was busy socialising already. Time for him to go back into the hole he usually lived in. He sneaked around between the students and hoped there'd be an empty carriage for him to take refuge in. 

As he walked around the rows of carriages that were being boarded by students, Luis looked left and right for Slytherins that had been in his original batch.

 /They should be in their seventh and final year by now/, he thought enviously. He was stuck back with the Fourth Years--the "kids." He was sure that people were sniggering behind his back. A while back, after descending the train, he had been subject to the sneers and disdainful chuckles of upper-class Gryffindors--most likely Sinclair's gang. 

Given the chance, he could very well blast the lot of them back to the medieval times. He had developed a pretty good Reductor Spell himself. 

At the thought of Reductor Spells, his thoughts reverted to the inevitable. Not /her/ again. He scowled and tried to find something to kick--unsuccessfully. 

He spotted an awkward-looking brown-haired boy about his age limping through the rows of carriages a short distance away. The boy was not dressed in Hogwarts uniform. 

Luis approached him. "New to Hogwarts? I'm Luis Verga. Fourth Year Slytherin. If you're looking for a carriage, then we both have the same problem." 

"Oh, h-hello," Drake answered, blushing slightly. He hated being talked at if he didn't know who was talking to him. "Uhm - n-no, I'm not exactly new h-here, not a-as a student, that is..." He looked very embarrassed and insecure. "I'll b-be assistant teacher f-f-for Muggle Studies. H-how about you? Are y-you new here?" 

Drake at last spotted a still empty carriage and silently cursed the other boy for talking to him so that he couldn't just sneak away and hide in the carriage, but things being as they were, he forced himself to be polite. After all, Nathan had begged him to stop being sociophobic. "L-looks like there's a f-free carriage," he volunteered, biting his lip. "We'd b-better grab the o-opportunity." 

********

"I can imagine that Nathan would be difficult. I mean he seems nice but a bit unpredictable. Then I guess that is a Slytherin trait. No offence." Said Sarah to Tish.

"He and Arcadia do seem more suited but then sometimes boys like the chase and Arcadia is so obviously keen on him maybe he finds her cloying? Someone should advise her to play harder to get." 

Sarah then noted that Piotr Rachinov was walking with Niki. She gave a little huff. "Well maybe your problems are over." she said indicating the two and feeling slightly annoyed that Piotr, who was so forthcoming in June hadn't had two words to say to her that morning, but was now talking with Niki. Maybe that was his modus operandi. 

Morticia looked at Piotr. "Unpredictable, huh?" She grinned. "Anyway, I think Nathan finds Arcadia to be too - easy. You know? He likes modest girls..." 

Branwen popped her head up at the window and grinned at the occupants. "Got room for a little one? Promise I've left my luggage for the House Elves to sort out" she winked. A ride to the Castle with Tish and Sarah could be fun. 

"Sure!" Morticia said hastily. "Come on in! How is your brother? Did he get my letter?" She blushed deeply. "Is he going to play Quidditch in the professional area now?" 

********

Piotr, despite Sarah's huffiness, was in fact only half-listening to what Niki was saying. "Right," he said, absently. "Slytherin. Right." 

He could feel the beginnings of a headache, indicating that it was time to take his dose of potion. He smiled obliquely at Niki and moved away with a murmured farewell, slipping the vial out from under his robes and staring morosely at the emerald-green liquid within. 

Closing his eyes against the bitterness of the taste, he downed it in one. When he opened his eyes again, his vision was slightly blurred, a normal side-effect, but one which always momentarily worried him. One day, the blurriness might not go away, and he'd have to see the world...with his other senses, the ones that he was trying so hard to repress. 

The sensation passed, however, and when his vision cleared, his eyes lingered on Sarah and the girl with whom she was speaking for a few moments. He treated her to one of his slow smiles, then turned back to follow Niki towards the carriage. 

*He knows I'm different.* thought Sarah with a sudden certainty. *Impossible* she countered in her mind. Still there was something about Piotr. Most people didn't look beneath the surface but Piotr was a true outsider. 

"Hey Branwen." said Sarah brightly - waiting to introduce Bran to Nathaniel and Raphael. Branwen of course would charm the two boys totally ending any glimmer of interest they might have for her. Sarah assumed this would be so with an air of inevitability. 

Raphael stared out the window, looking at the retreating back of Piotr. There was something about him. When he smiled, Raphael spun around and looked at Sarah - who he was obviously smiling at - and the look in her eyes... 

He hardly noticed when another girl arrived. "Branwen...? Hey. Raphael," he said, his eyes still flickering over her and into the mist where the dark man had disappeared. He even offered his hand without looking at her in the eyes... 

Branwen shook his hand and grinned at Sarah, saying with a wink "Pleased to meet you, Raphael? Nervous?" 

She settled herself into a gap next to Morticia and sighed. "I haven't a clue, I'm afraid, Tish. I know that he'll write to you even if he didn't so I wouldn't worry. Professional Quidditch on the other hand, all rather depends on my Parents. He didn't do as well as he should at Durmstrang what with spending way too much time on playing and practising, and I think they were a bit disappointed. I'm sure they'll give in but he's going to have to work on them a bit, had lots of offers though." 

She grinned at Sarah. "You look so relaxed, good holiday I take it." She glanced briefly at the other boy and smiled, they both looked so uncomfortable. 

The last thing that could be said of Sarah was that she was a victim. At heart she was far too practical to get caught up in whatever game Piotr was playing with her. 

Piotr's smile had disturbed her because it was too knowing. Yes, he had made an impression on her before the summer but that was then and this was now. Things had changed. 

She was also somewhat uncomfortable that Raphael had obviously noticed something. If he'd been a girl she could have explained what was up. But he wasn't he was one of those mysterious creatures - a boy. "Hey" she said in a conspirical whisper catching his eye once Branwen had started talking to Morticia. "Do you think Nathaniel has gone to sleep?" 

"Has Nathaniel gone to sleep?" repeated Raphael, back to Sarah in the same whisper. "I don't think so... I think..." he mumbled, slipping off, looking at Nathaniel. But not thinking about him. Thinking about Sarah, instead, Raphael didn't know what to say. He wanted to say to her - to ask her - to say about how - or to - he wanted to be able to tell her about - 

If he couldn't work out what he wanted to say himself, Raphael told himself angrily, then how on earth was he meant to tell her?! 

"...I think maybe he's gone a little... er... paralytic... with worry," he ended, lamely. Truth was, he didn't know about Nathaniel. All he knew was that suddenly worry about Hogwarts was secondary to... "Sarah," he said suddenly, drawing her attention back to him. 

He looked her in the eyes for a second. Glancing down to see Glueclaws on his lap, using the cat as an excuse to think for another second - to pray for an idea for a better question for Sarah! - Raphael scratched the cat behind the ears for a second, a dead voice in his mind having already noted down the huge lake. Fish. He'd fish for Gluey... though he'd probably have to make the fishing rod... "Was that guy your boyfriend or something?" he asked Sarah in a harsh whisper about the dark man that had smiled at her, and instantly regretted having asked. 

Sarah had smiled at the idea that Nathaniel had lapsed into some sort of paralysis caused by worry. She was totally unprepared for Raphael's question about Piotr and she blushed with embarrassment. "Boyfriend? ... no, not at all. I don't have one - a boyfriend, I mean. That was Piotr - he's Russian, another new student who visited before the summer and I showed him around a little. We're not even friends." 

She prayed that Branwen wouldn't say anything embarrassing on the subject. She could be very forthright at times. 

Raphael cringed in embarrassment. "Oh... sorry... I didn't mean... er... sorry, Sarah," he said in a low voice, "I don't know..." he finished, with an angry tut aimed at himself and his inability to speak except in the worst moments. 

But yet... Sarah... she didn't have a... "So, people, what's the castle like?" he asked, loudly, trying to move her attention away, away from the subject totally. He didn't realise just how badly his cheeks and ears had flushed red. 

There were people coming. People going. People talking. Nathaniel was aware that Raphael had spoken to him, but he was suddenly cast into an odd half dreaming, half-awake state as he slouched in his seat in the carriage. 

A thousand seconds might have passed, or only two. He couldn't tell. Each one of them was so frangible, so delicate, so easily shattered that he just kept on breathing and sitting still; one hand thrust into his pocket and the fingertips resting, unknowingly, on one of the glass globes he had juggled in the train. 

It was like closing your eyes in the bright sun and feeling the imprint of shadows being burned into your mind's eye, and then opening your eyes and learning colour all over again. It was like an extra sense that had unfurled its wings like a waking butterfly crawls from the chrysalis and spreads its newly made wings to dry in the kiss of the light. 

Thoughts were like colours, swirling in front of his eyes in a rainbow, a myriad shattered prisms of light refracting and splitting and merging and whirling. Voices were like tastes. He could taste the worry in Raphael's voice when he spoke to Nathaniel, the underlying fear bitter in Nathaniel's mouth. He could taste metallic rust in Piotr's voice. Branwen left a dry taste in his mouth. Too many others close by, too many words, too many conversations happening for him to separate out more than those. The rain outside was like a bright light in his mind, each splatter of rain a chorus of harmonies. 

Then the kitten stirred in his palm, nudging insistently at his fingers with a damp black nose and mewling. As if to say 'enough for now'. 

Nathaniel took a deep breath, almost like a swimmer emerging from a long dive, and opened his half-lidded green eyes fully. His hand emerged from his pocket and ran through his long black hair, pushing it out of his face. 

"I'm not asleep, kid." he said to Raphael, already half forgetting his odd dream. "Only half asleep and half thinking." He glanced to the newcomers and nodded. "Hi, I'm Nathaniel." 

Then he looked briefly at Sarah and smiled a little, and then waited to hear what the castle was indeed like. 

More Carriage Journeys

Niki peered inside the door of a carriage, which was empty except for Hal. "Can we join you?" she asked. "Me and...actually, I've no idea what his name is, he's new. Anyway, can we? It's freezing out here." 

Just then Nathan appeared out of the air, it seemed. "Ah, here you are. Hello, Hal! Hello - uhm... you." 

He smiled at Piotr and just climbed into the carriage. "Did you guys hear about this fight between Gryffindors and Slytherins on the train? Damn, I missed it!" 

Niki raised her eyebrows. Nathan had appeared, apparently out of thin air... Ah well. She climbed into the carriage and sat down next to him. "No, I didn't... I heard that two Ravenclaws got into a fight over who had memorised more Latin declensions and blew up a compartment." 

Nathan laughed. "Weird! But typical Ravenclaw, isn't it? Did you have nice holidays, Hal? Anyway, Niki, who's this friend of yours?" He looked at Piotr. "I don't think we've met..." 

Piotr yawned widely, not even bothering to cover his mouth. "Piotr Rachinov," he said, by way of introduction. "New this year." 

His violet eyes assessed Nathan critically. "Don't tell me," he said, shifting his gaze sideways to Niki. "You're one of these Slytherin types as well?" 

In the dim light of the carriage, it was hard to see, but Niki's face paled, then turned pinker. She nodded an affirmative. 

Hal watched this little exchange with interest as he recovered from the initial shock of having to share a carriage with anyone at all. There he was, amongst all these people and Niki really the only one he had ever spoken to. 

"There was a fight?" He asked, he had been busy trying not to be uncomfortable around Madison and not to wake his cousin to notice anything unusual on the Express but this intrigued him. It must be some other House, he had always thought that the Gryffindors were an odd lot. 

"I'm Hal Ddraiggoch," he said extending a hand to Piotr nervously. 

Piotr glanced down at Hal's hand, a faintly surprised expression on his pale face. Finally, almost reluctantly, and shook it - once.

Piotr's flesh was so cold to the touch it was almost clammy, and he let go fairly swiftly, returning his hands to the pockets of his robes. He said nothing, simply scrutinised Hal with his violet eyes that seemed to bore into whoever he was regarding at a particular time. 

Finally, he sneered slightly and turned to look out the window. He had no desire to make 'friends'. He'd only lose them again, anyway. What was the point? 

Nathan glared at Piotr. "We're not the friendly type, are we?" he said directly with his most amiable wide smiled. "Nathan Lagrand," he then introduced himself, "and indeed, yes, one of the Slytherin types, I hope you don't mind." 

He looked at Niki and then at Hal. "Yes, seems there was a fight. Some 7th years, Slytherin and Gryffindor. Heard it from Frank Broomward, a Hufflepuff and not the most reliable source, but who knows? Doesn't seem entirely unlikely, does it? Too bad it wasn't 6th years, seems I missed some fun there... but maybe there's hope for more fun once we get to school." 

Niki rolled her eyes. "I don't see how getting detention and points taken off our House is *fun*, but if that's what you like..."

Hal drew his hand back, and unconsciously began to rub it warm again. He silently cursed his Mother for insisting on good manners at all times, he wished he could just ignore them all, even Niki and Nathan, and enjoy the journey in his solitude. 

His Mother had decided he should make an effort, 'best of a bad job' she had said. If he had to stay in Slytherin then at least make the contacts that everyone seemed to value, get something out of it to make up for the disadvantages his Mother perceived he had, namely not being an Evans. So, even if his grades weren't as good as his cousin's then at least he would be able to get ahead in later life through his 'contacts', it was a prospect that filled him with dread. 

*********

Shinrei caught sight of one of her fellow Gryffindors, a boy who had been quite controversial last term for a wolf-to-sheep transfiguration trick played on Arcadia Fudge's familiar. She had not spoken to him personally but knew him by face. 

She watched him enter a carriage and deemed it best if she and Jian ride into school with Gryffindors. Jian hadn't been Sorted yet, so she might as well accompany him to the castle. 

"I believe we need to share a carriage with other people, Hupi-san," Shinrei told the Chinese boy. "It would be best if we ride to the castle with Gryffindors." 

She walked to the waiting carriage, rapped at the door and opened it. With the Gryffindor boy was a Slytherin girl she had not met before. 

"Konnichiwa," she greeted them with a bow. "Would you mind if we rode along with you? Hupi-san here--" she gestured to Jian beside her-- "is a new student. And I am Shinrei Hikari, of Gryffindor House." 

Winifred forced a smile, realising she was surrounded by Gryffindors. "Hello. No problem if you sit in here. I'm Winifred Fanel, by the way," she said, being sure not to mention her house. It was probably best not to if she wanted to have a pleasant ride to the castle. She knew the type of sentiments people had toward her house and didn't want them to judge her based purely on her house affiliation, no matter how true the stereotype might be. 

Shinrei bowed and smiled her thanks at the girl. "Domo arigatou, Winifred-san," she said. "Thank you. It is an honour to meet you." "I trust your summer was well, Prytz-san," she said to Magnus as she climbed into the carriage and took a seat beside Winifred. 

She then turned to Jian and gave him an encouraging nod to get inside the carriage. As if on cue, Makura, her owl, swooped down from the skies and straight into the carriage, settling on Shinrei's shoulder. 

"Lady, gentlemen," Shinrei said, smiling at her owl's rather theatrical antics, "this is my familiar, Makura." 

Having no other choice but to get inside the carriage, Jian climbed into the vehicle and closed the door behind him. He settled beside the blond boy and nodded at the two Hogwarts students he did not know. 

"My name is Hupi Jian," he said. "I was sent here to study by my Order, The Mian-Ju-Tao brothers of Northern China. I am in Fourth Year." 

Amy began to put her books and belongings back inside her bag, and proceeded off the train. Amy began to shiver as she walked across the wet grass. She also began to wonder what house she was going to be placed in and if she would make any new friends. Amy also climbed into the carriage with Winifred and the others in order to begin her journey to Hogwarts. 

Peesey was sitting there a bit overwhelmed with all these people coming into the carriage. He sat there listening to everyone introducing themselves. "Er, hello!?" He said to the new faces. "I'm Peesemould Grunfuttock" he said with his hand outstretched ready for someone to shake it "I'm a forth year, too! In Slytherin" he said blindly.

Magnus greeted Shinrei carefully, smiling to the girl as he would to any. Even though she could be so aloof sometimes. Perhaps she wasn't allowed to like boys... shame for him... she wasn't bad looking... And then Amy opened the carriage door, and leapt in. Magnus instantly went into greet mode, giving Jian a hello, and pumping a full-blown raise-eyebrow and smile job to Amy. The ride was going to be interesting, after all, he thought to himself, as they set off for the castle. 

Shinrei shook hands with the enthusiastic boy and introduced herself: "It is an honour to meet you. Shinrei Hikari, Fourth Year and of Gryffindor House." She leaned back in her seat and watched the flurry of introductions going on around her. 

Amy greeted herself, and smiled at everyone while shaking their hands "Hi! My name is Amy, and I'm a fourth year. I believe I'm in Gryffindor," 

She said, especially smiling at Shinrei, hoping she would be in some of her classes. 

Shinrei silently blessed all the people with her; at least, for the time being, they took her mind off the events that had taken place at the Hogwarts Express just this afternoon. 

She watched Makura eye the people in the carriage appraisingly. With a rather arrogant hoot, her black owl flew out of the window. Her gaze followed the owl's flight. The sky was darkening and she could feel a slight chill in the air. It wasn't a very good way to start the school year with. 

Winifred watched Shinrei's black owl as it entered and left the carriage. "That's a beautiful owl you've got there. What's his name?" she asked, trying to make pleasant conversation. 

"Yes, that, erm, was, a lovely bird!" Peesey said watching it fly away.

Amy shook Jian's hand, and smiled at him nicely. After all, she was determined to make a great first impression. "I visited China once, with my aunt, it's a beautiful country!" Amy told Jian. "I'm a fourth year also, and I believe I'm in Gryffindor. Do you know what house you are in?" Amy asked Jian

Shinrei returned Amy's smile and inclined her head in a slight bow to her fellow Gryffindor. "It is an honour to have you join us, Amy-san." She turned to Peesemould and Winifred, her eyes darting out of the window, following Makura's flight. 

"Yes...well, he used to belong to my...teacher back in Nippon." She did not know how to consider Kanjou anymore. Teacher seemed the simplest term to describe him by. "My owl's name is Makura. It stands for 'Darkness' in our native tongue. He does not favour cages and prefers to take flight and follow me where I travel." 

********

Morticia sighed as she heard Branwen talk about Edryd and her mind immediately began to wonder as she recalled his looks and his skill on a broomstick. How much more could a girl want? She so much hoped he'd be able to play professional, because then there'd be posters and stickers with his face on it in the teen-witch-magazines... 

She only snapped out of her daydreaming when she half-heard a slightly embarrassing conversation between Raphael and Sarah. "So, people, what's the castle like?" Raphael quickly asked, blushing intensely. 

Seeing Glueclaws purring happily in his lap, she decided to be nice to him. 

"Oh, it's great," she said. "It's huge and really old and some rooms just keep moving around, highly entertaining. And then there's the pictures and moving armours, of course, and other fun stuff. Each house has its own common room and dorms so that students only meet students from other houses during the day, but that's okay, you know, it's good to spend some time with people from your own house. The house is supposed to be some sort of a little family, after all." 

Sarah nodded in agreement with what Morticia had said, "The Common Rooms are passworded to prevent members of other Houses from entering and that rule is kept very strictly. There is quite a tradition of competition between the Houses which sometimes gets ... well think of how it is when people support different teams in muggle sports. Some House members will always think it's like a betrayal to even talk to members of other Houses unless it's to make an insult." 

This returned her to her previous worry about where Raphael might be sorted. She generally got on well with Slytherins because many of them knew that she had originally been sorted there and her placement in Ravenclaw had been an accommodation by the administration. Still that didn't mean she was allowed to enter the Slytherin common room and all her close friends were now in Ravenclaw because this naturally resulted from the amount of time spent in House on a daily basis. 

************

Letter from Hades Lagrand to Albus Dumbledore:

Dear Albus, 

Since it will be a considerate time until our next meeting, and since this has nothing to do at all with our school-partnership-program, I have decided to write to you on behalf of Nathan. As you know, he has finished Defence Against the Dark Arts last year and is doing very well in all the other subjects. I know that he is only in his sixth year but I don't think it is entirely unlikely for him to finish school the next summer. I trust you to give him your full support. 

However, the problem with Nathan is that he is so easily distracted from his work. I would therefor like to ask you to advise him to keep his focus, which means most of all no new extra subjects. He is already taking a lot of subjects and I think it is all he can do to achieve his goal of graduating early. 

Secondly, I am not sure whether it would be a good thing for him to join the Slytherin Quidditch team. As you know, I have been a professional player myself so this is not easy for me to say, but I think Quidditch would pre-occupy his mind and distract him from his studies. I know you will understand my worries and advice Nathan to his best. He is a very talented boy with a great future, after all. 

I have had a serious conversation with Morticia before she left for school. However, in case she should be her usual troublesome self, please let me know so that I can take the appropriate measures. I have entrusted her with looking after her little sister Nimue, who is starting school this year as you know. I dearly hope it wasn't a mistake to put so much responsibility on her. 

Finally, I would like to thank you for accepting young Drake Brixton in your school. The boy has had a very difficult life so far and it is good to know he has found shelter and guidance at last. You will find him shy, but very amiable once he has warmed up to people, and most of all you will find him unusually, I should say extremely, intelligent and gifted. He needs to be pushed a little but then the results of his work will doubtlessly amaze you. 

I have written to Cornelius about Drake since I think it is important for a young wizard like him who is done with school to know how to Apparate. I have made a request to give Drake a special permission to learn this skill and hope to find assistance in you. 

Thank you very kindly for your attention and never tiring care for our children's well being. I can assure you Nathan is already very fond of the school and doesn't miss his old school at all, which shows your capabilities as a headmaster. I dearly hope you will stay at Hogwarts until all my children are done with school. 

Please say my greetings to Severus, I am awfully busy at the moment but I will soon take the nearest opportunity to pay him, and you, a visit. 

Until then, I remain yours faithfully, 

Hades Lagrand 

*********

Dylan kept his head low throughout the transition from Diagon Alley to Kings Cross, and had found an empty spot on the train in which he curled up and slept. Summers home with his family were tiring if nothing else, and the familiar sensation of dread and perhaps a tinge of fear was descending. But, he realised as he stood near where the carriages were, surrounded by a throng of black-clad and high- spirited young witches and wizards, he was here now, and it was time to suck it up and deal. 

Sighing softly, hands in his pockets and head bowed as usual, Dylan struck off and attempted to find a carriage that wasn't filled with Slytherins. The last thing he needed was to start the term off with a broken nose, like his second year. 

********

One of Luis' eyebrows shot up involuntarily. He gave the boy, who still had not introduced himself, a very assessing, Snape-like once-over. 

"Really? That sounds cool. Very cool, man. I was wondering who I could contact around here so we could smuggle in a Discman or two into old Hoggy-warts. I've been out of circulation for three years, but now I'd like to believe I'll be back for good. At least until I graduate."

Luis nodded as the other boy pointed out the empty carriage. "Lead the way, then. I'm with you." 

Drake sat down in the carriage and forced a nervous smile at Luis. "You know, I h-hate to disappoint you b-but electricity j-just d-doesn't work at H-hogwarts," he said, his smile widening into a grin. He took a small portable MD-player out of his pocket and winked at Luis. "T-too bad, really." 

He put the player back and offered his hand. "I'm s-sorry. Drake Brixton. I t-take you're M-muggle-born or a-at least part M-muggle? C-cause it would be n-nice to talk to s-someone w-without explaining things e-every two seconds." 

Luis returned Drake's grin and shook the other boy's hand enthusiastically. "Yeah, it's too bad we can't bring in a boom box and hold those rave parties so popular in the Muggle cities," he agreed. "I just figured that being a teacher of some sort, you just might have an idea on how to bypass all the magical mumbo-jumbo. Maybe in time we /will/ find a way." 

"My father was a Muggle through and through," Luis explained, trying hard to keep out the pain in his voice, "and my mother was a pureblood witch. Brazil was home but my father worked for a large Muggle business based in Mexico City. So you could say I was raised more or less like a Muggle kid, that is, until the Hogwarts letter managed to find its way to me." 

Glad that he had made a pretty straightforward explanation, he leaned back in his seat and smiled. "So I guess you can talk freely, man." 

Drake grinned with a lot of relief. "Great!" He rummaged his pockets and tossed a Snickers bar to Luis. "M-my best friend is a-as wizard as possible, th-that's quite o-o-often very annoying. I'm f-fully Muggle-born, y-you know? My parents s-still hate me for being a-an 'abnormality' as they c-call it..." 

He shrugged. "Which i-is why I'm glad to be a-able to stay at school a-although I'm a-already done. Graduated in s-spring, f-from Durmstrang. B-but I'll be 17 s-soon so I'm not that q-quick really..." 

Drake suddenly realised he was blathering and blushed. "S-sorry. I - I don't talk to people v-very often." He sighed and then groaned. "Oh, what a-am I thinking? I? A teacher? This w-will be the worst y-year ever!" 

Luis caught the Snickers bar and looked it over with amusement. Been a while since he had these sorts of things. He was more of an M&Ms kind of guy, but he wasn't complaining. 

"Thanks, man," he said, returning Drake's smile. For someone who had a teaching position, Drake wasn't very comfortable and confident. He unpeeled the chocolate bar and bit into it. "Look at the bright side," he said consolingly, "at least you are advanced and maybe even older than some of those you'll be teaching." 

"Me, I'm already seventeen and will be turning eighteen before the end of the school year. Now that's old and pretty funny to most people, considering I'm only in fourth year. Gonna be a square twenty-one before I get out. So you're lucky, Drake. Way lucky." 

Drake laughed. "I g-guess," he said then, "and n-now that I've trapped y-you I'm a lot more c-c-confident. I m-mean, I know you now. Y-you have to be n-nice to me in class n-now." He winked at Luis. 

"A-and don't feel bad a-about your age. I mean - t-to graduate at 16 i-isn't that much fun, really. Y-you always get c-called names and stuff, e-especially at Durmstrang... and l-look at me! I'm d-done with school, s-still underaged and don't know what to d-do with myself..." 

Luis bit off the last of his Snickers bar and smacked his lips. "Ah. The gustatory, tooth-decay-causing wonders Muggles could create. I have to say you just made me realise how much I missed candy bars." 

"You'll be fine, man. I'm sure you know a lot about what you're gonna be teaching, enough to answer students' questions every two seconds. Besides, someone who appreciates Muggle technology the way I do rates high on the scale of Cool-ness." He gave an imitation of an arrogant sneer and then chuckled. "If they think otherwise, that's their problem." 

Drake laughed and looked outside as they approached the castle. "W-well, was a pleasure travelling w-with you," he said then, looking like he meant it indeed. "Th-thanks. You'll h-have some problems w-with Arcadia F-fudge, if I m-may say so. She's the s-snobbiest pureblood o-on this earth, s-so you'd better either s-stay away from h-her or give her a lesson about mudblood-v-values." 

He grinned. "I w-wouldn't mind the latter a-alternative, you know..." The carriage stopped and Drake cautiously stepped outside. 

Luis also stepped out of the carriage. He surveyed the throngs of students and turned to Drake. 

"Good luck on your new job, man," he said. "As for this very diverting Miss Fudge, I'm sure she has her priorities as I have my own." Survival being at the top of my list, he added silently. 

"It's been really fun travelling with you, too," he added with a grin, "Snickers bar and all. Look me up at Slytherin if ever you get the compulsion to throw a rave party. God knows this place needs more excitement. See you around." 

With a thumbs-up sign and a wink, he left the assistant teacher's side and joined the rest of the students heading for the Entrance Hall. 

*********

With the carriage now moving towards the castle, Sarah was so pleased that Raphael had changed the subject and spared her further blushes - especially once it was clear that Nathaniel was not asleep. 

She smiled at his question about the castle completely missing the fact that Raphael had been embarrassed as well. Morticia then gave an excellent description of the wonders of the Castle. 

"Look, nothing we can really tell you beats seeing it for yourselves." said Sarah. She caught Nathaniel's eye, thinking that in other circumstances she ... *banish that thought girl! He is your friend - they are both your friends! * A heart-to-heart with Branwen was definitely on the cards once safely away in the girls' dorm at Ravenclaw House. 

"Nathaniel, come and change seats with me - you both need to see this for yourselves." 

In a minute or so she knew they would turn the bend in the road and pass through the gates of Hogwarts. From that vantage point Nathaniel and Raphael would see the ancient, many turreted castle - blazing with light from a thousand torches in preparation for the arrival of the student body. A sight to fill the soul with a sense of wonder and enchantment. 

The window drew him closer, with Sarah now sitting behind him as he stared out; he made a little space for her so that she too could see the castle. She - Raphael hadn't missed seeing just how much - she loved the castle. 

It was so obvious in her words... in her speech... in how she loved the castle... A vague outline was lit up by a crash of lightning from far behind... the splattering of rain against the window, first having been slight, became suddenly heavy, crashing against the window in great sheets. Across the lake, he could see the dark musings of a forest, but for now his attention was on the huge looming castle outline in the distance. Turreted features. A twisting tower, in the gushing water and gloomy light looking organic and bulbous... a set of windows with black iron bars... patterns of leaves over the walls, some old vines, some new creeping plants... ... a place from his imagination. 

The castle - looked - he knew that tower, that was where... no... didn't that battlement look familiar, though more so from the view of the forest...? What about the gates, no crack yet as they were one of the first carriages to hove into view, but soon to explode warmth and light out onto the grass before the entrance. He'd been here before. ... in a dream...? Some musing, months ago... not a dream... more like an echo of a dream... memories of the past... memories of the castle... imprecise, warped visions of the place deep at night, and dew on the windows flashing in the sunlight. 

Raphael shook his head. He hadn't been here before. But... the castle was calling to him... speaking to him... whispering tales of rightness... learning... power... magic... a magic tamed by the walls and the wills within, responsibilities pounded into a soul, love gained... he turned, and saw Sarah sitting calmly. 

And he knew. He had to pass the entrance... he had to be right for this school... because it called to him, because somehow, regardless of if it was right or correct or just, he needed this place. He needed the people in it... people like Nathaniel and Sarah... to teach him. 

"To tame the dark," he whispered, a memory flashing into his head with the lightning. Darkness. That, perhaps, was what this school could protect him from: darkness. The darkness of the forests of his home - the darkness of the wood deep in the cracks of an old oak, deep in the cracks carved there as a testimony to evil - a darkness. His hands were shaking. His head ached, flashes of pain across it, above his right eye. His left hand had gone numb, dead. And yet... he had to move his left hand. He had to. 

He reached deep into his left pocket, cracking the bones of his knuckles painlessly as the dead hand reached down... until his fingertips seemed to flame into life, burning suddenly. He grasped his hands around it, and pulled it out, and held it delicately in his right and left hand, covering it, suddenly afraid that it might be burning black. 

"I'm ready," he told Sarah and Nathaniel quietly, so Morticia and Branwen couldn't hear. The carriage started slowing in the rain. 

Nathaniel smiled his thanks to Sarah as they changed places, and watched the castle as it came into view. It definitely wasn't anything from a fairytale. In fact the only thing this castle was likely to say to a questing prince looking for Cinderella was 'Go away.' But he liked it. 

It loomed and lurked and other ominous words like that, especially because he knew it was a school, but ... he liked it. The kitten curled on his lap, purring happily, but Raphael seemed less pleased about something. 

"I'm ready." he all but whispered. "Hang on in there, kid, it can't be as bad as all that." Nathaniel replied, equally as softly, but deeply concerned for Raphael. Something odd was happening to the boy... It scared Nathaniel more than the school did, and the prospect of the Sorting Hat, and that was saying something. His left cheek was aching again and he lifted a hand to rub at it. 

Then the carriage was pulling to a halt, and Nathaniel let himself be swept along with everyone else, never going far from either Raphael or Sarah. 

Brothers and Sisters in Transit

Randal had watched from his compartment as Branwen had left the train and entered a carriage. The sight of her had made him feel something, but he had no way of describing what. Sure now that she was not going to bump into him, he left the train and alighted in a carriage waiting at the back of the queue. 

Having totally missed all the 'excitement' earlier (too busy doing her make-up) Arcadia left the train, obviously leaving her luggage for the 'Underlings' to deal with. 

After a quick look around for Oriana, and a snarl at a couple of first years, she spots Randal entering a carriage and followed him in. 

"Well Well dear Brother. So wonderful to see you again. You've been so busy over the holidays I hardly saw you!" 

She smiled and took out her make-up. "Had any bad dreams lately?" 

Randal just glared at his sister. "I hope you are not going to be getting into trouble this term," he said rather bluntly. 

He was not going to discuss dreams with her. "And I really hope you have decided not to pursue Nathan anymore. Perhaps you could focus your attention on getting some decent grades for once." 

He stared out of the window at the rain. It was amazing how the weather seemed to reflect his mood. 

Arcadia put on a 'shocked' face. "I never try and get into trouble Randy, you know that." 

She smiled at him. "Your 'friends' still in the forest? I'm sure you'll have fun with them this year. And what about Branwen?" She continued to do her makeup. "As for Nathan. Don't worry I won't be needing to chase him around this year. I have a feeling he may come begging to me soon enough. And anyway. I have more important things to deal with" 

She looked him in the eyes, Amber meeting Amber "And your going to help" 

Oriana was soaking wet. A sudden rainstorm had caught her off guard as she exited the Hogwarts Express. She searched for a carriage to climb into. Off course they had all been occupied, except for one. She glanced inside and saw Arcadia sitting across from her brother, Randal. She opened the door. "May I join you?" 

She didn't really wait for an answer. She was too cold. She sat next to Randal across from Arcadia. She tried to dry off her hair with a towel that she had packed in case of an emergency. She took a glance outside through the window. The rain had stopped. 

"Of course the rain stops as soon as I receive shelter," she said to herself aloud. She looked at Arcadia. She took the vile of green liquid out of her pocket and showed it to her, making sure that Randal didn't see. 

Randal smiled at Oriana. "Of course you may join us. We would be delighted to have your company." His attempt at charm didn't seem to be as good as normal. He wasn't that much in the mood for charming the women. He supposed he would have to snap out of it soon. He continued to ignore Arcadia as the carriage pulled away. 

"Oriana! My DEAR friend! So good to see you here, and to see you are still well. Come and sit by me".

Arcadia moved over to give Oriana space. "I do hope your looking forward to a good term. It's going to be very busy." She smiled and gave Oriana 'the look' to say 'not that you have a choice' 

"It's nice to see you again," said Oriana to Randal. She paused, "Both! It's nice to see both of you..." 

Oriana heard Arcadia insist that she sit next to her. She shrugged. She wanted to sit next to Randal. She REALLY wanted to stay as far away from Arcadia as possible. But, on the other hand, she really didn't want to make Arcadia mad. 

She slowly moved and sat next to her. She gave Randal a 'sorry' look. And all the while all she could hear was the echo of Marvo's voice, warning her not to get involved with the witch that she had just sit next to. She was upset for not taking his advice. But how could she get out of it? Arcadia would hunt her down like a dog and give her bubbling warts. Or worse... She couldn't take that chance. She wanted to think of something else. Let's face it, she wanted to be somewhere else.

In any case giving Arcadia a compliment couldn't hurt one bit. "You look great, Arcadia. I must look awful. Standing out in that rain...and on the first day back to school," she said actually feeling sorry for herself. 

Arcadia smiled. "True" was all she said at first.

**********

Kat had left the train with Marvo and Nimue. Shinrei seemed to have disappeared, into a carriage already. Kat looked around as Anders had approached and smiled at him. 

"Well," she asked Nimue, Marvo and Anders. "Are we going to get in a carriage then?" 

She noticed one that had not already been filled with students and opened the door. "This one looks empty enough." She climbed in and waited for the others to join her. 

Nimue climbed in as well and waited for Anders and Marvo to join them. The weather was not very pleasant. "I am glad that we don't have to cross the lake on a night like this like the First Years." she commented. 

"I don't know," said Anders, thoughtfully, clambering up to take a seat next to Nimue. "At least it's an adventure before they even get to the castle door."

There was something palpably different about Anders. It wasn't just that the air of gloom and anxiety had left him. There was a positive *glint* in his eye. Occasionally, very occasionally, he would meet Kat's glance, and a faint grin would start on his face, as though they were sharing a great secret. 

Frequently he checked on Nimue's comfort and happiness without words, touching her cheek gently, lacing his fingers through hers, but joining in the conversation that went on in the carriage. 

"Have room for one more?" asked Andy as he climbed into the carriage, trying to seat himself as far away from Marvo as he could possibly get. 

"This is going to be the best year ever," said Andy smiling. Now with Asriel gone nothing could go wrong. 

Of course he still had Marvo to deal with. He didn't know how he was going to get Marvo to come around. *We're roommates! His bed is right next to mine! He'd better not ignore me and call me a construct the whole year. He's going to drive me insane! * He thought to himself. 

He really hoped that Kat would bring Marvo to his senses because if she didn't, Andy knew that this year wouldn't be what he anticipated. 

Kat grinned at Andy. "Of course there is room for you." She shuffled up on the seat so that Andy could sit next to her, on the other side to Marvo. 

As he sat down, she squeezed his hand. "I'm sure that Marvo will work it out eventually," she whispered. She noticed that Marvo had become quiet again, now that Andy had turned up. 

"Well, yes adventures await!" said Nimue.

 Soon they found they were at the front steps of Hogwarts and ready to disembark. She caught Kat's eye and smiled wondering what adventures might await them this year aside from the adventure of learning. 

Nimue had held tight to Anders' hand when the castle had come into view, as she knew he might well feel more than a pang that he was no longer resident at the Castle. She knew Dumbledore had extended hospitality to him and he was very very busy with his law studies and apprenticeship. Brooding time would be at a minimum. 

Once the carriage stopped she allowed Marvo and Kat to get out first so that she could have a final word with Anders before getting swept up in the tide of black-robed students heading into the Great Hall. 

"Will you be coming into the Hall Anders? I would expect Professor Snape will be there if you are to see him or will you wait until after the Sorting? Will we see you tomorrow - Kathryn mentioned something about taking tea with you?" 

She was glad the carriage was dark inside because she could feel tears prickling behind her eyes. She loved him so much and it was hard to part. 

Anders HAD felt a little saddened by the first sight of Hogwarts, but he tried not to linger on it. "Yes," he replied to Nimue's question. "I will be coming into the Hall." Again, that shared secret look with Kat, and a shy grin at Nimue. "I might even stay for the Feast. Let's see what happens." 

He squeezed her hand tightly, perhaps picking up on some of her unhappiness. "I'm only in Hogsmeade, my heart," he whispered to her. "You know I'll never be far from you. Just remember that." 

He too felt the strain of parting from her. The time they'd been allowed to spend together in Italy had counted amongst the happiest days of his life. He had known he loved her, of course he had, but until then, he hadn't realised just how much. 

"That's right," he said, aloud. "I thought it might be...well, you know. Nice if you and Kat came to see the house in Hogsmeade. It needs a woman's opinion for...decoration and such." He waved his hand vaguely. "You know me, Nimue. I have NO housekeeping sense whatsoever, so I apologise in advance for the...er..." He trailed off. The piles of law books? The overflowing ashtrays? Maybe he should spend an hour or so making an effort... 

He grinned. "Yes, come along tomorrow if you can, and I might even try to cook something." Nimue had experienced Anders' previous attempt at cooking for her. He'd attempted lasagne - perhaps a little ambitious for a man whose previous culinary skills had peaked at beans on toast. It had been almost a success, but it had taken some scrubbing to get the béchamel sauce off the walls. 

Kat grinned back at Anders. She knew there was something going on, but she knew better than to spoil a good surprise. She looked between Marvo and Andy who were both on either side of her. 

"Well, I better go find Flitwick, see if there is anything I need to be doing. I'll catch you all later." With that she squeezed Marvo's hand and disappeared off in the direction of the Great Hall in search of Professor Flitwick. 

As Anders was talking to the group of students a man came up behind him. "Grimalkin! It is you isn't it?" A man in a battered suede hat and with a slight quirk of a grin was heading towards the group. "I am glad I have found you at last. I get to take over your old position it seems." 

He grinned broadly. The realised that he had not really introduced himself. "Sorry, I am forgetting myself again. I'm Aidan Smyth." He offered a hand to Anders, and smiled at the students. "The new DADA teacher." 

Anders turned from his friends, letting go of Nimue's hand so he could shake that of the other man. "Yes, hello, Professor. The Headmaster did give me some information about my replacement. It's a pleasure to meet you. I'm sure we will have an opportunity, maybe after the feast, to go over where I left the curriculum, if you want." 

He took in the other man's slightly - battered - appearance, but was actually quite impressed. Aidan Smyth radiated charisma, something that he knew that he was lacking. For a moment, he felt jealous, but the sensation passed. 

Aidan smiled at Anders. "Yes, that would be good. I really am looking forward to getting stuck into teaching here." 

Nimue waited while the new DADA Professor introduced himself. She smiled politely at him. "Welcome to Hogwarts, Mr.... or rather Professor Smyth." 

She then turned to the boys and Anders wondering for a moment to what extent their relationship was known to someone such as the new DADA Professor. 

"I should probably take a leaf from Kathryn's book and see if Professor McGonagall needs anything before the Sorting. Hopefully there will be a few new Gryffindors by this evening. Marvo, Andy are you coming as well? I trust you gentleman will enjoy the Feast." 

She then moved into the castle catching Anders eye just briefly. 

Marvo did indeed feel very uncomfortable with Andy being there. It was such a dilemma for him. He liked Andy of course, a very good friend. But he had to keep reminding himself this was NOT Andy But it THOUGHT it was Andy! But Constructs are Evil. But Andy was good! 

He had continually looked out of the carriage window during their journey, not being able to resolve this internal dilemma. Then the new Teacher appeared and he smiled "Professor Aidan Smyth... Thee Aidan Smyth? The one who found the Ruins of Antioch? The one who deciphered the Scrolls of Mobius? It is indeed a GREAT honour to have you here Sir" 

Anders couldn't help it. Marvo's greeting of the new teacher was so enthusiastic, that he felt hurt. Forgotten already. He knew that Marvo probably didn't mean anything by it.

"I'll see you all at the Feast," he said, his tone curt and abrupt as he headed away from the group and mooched off unhappily in the direction of the castle. He hadn't really wanted to come inside, but Dumbledore had insisted, believing, perhaps that it might do the broody young man some good to see everyone again. 

Grudgingly Anders admitted that the Headmaster was probably right, but then he generally was. Great man, Dumbledore. He headed automatically towards the DADA office, but stopped himself in guilty memory, and headed instead for the Great Hall. 

Aidan Smyth looked surprised that Marvo had actually heard of him. "Why yes! It is so good to be recognised! They were but small adventures." There was a glint to his eyes that said he wanted to tell everyone all about his adventures. He paused for a minute, and then started anyway... "The Ruins of Antioch... You would not have believed them... they were magical! Well the grenades that we found were anyway. Appears that the muggles thought they were a gift from God. I mean, can you believe! But we had to be very careful in retrieving them. And there was a really rare copy of the bible too." He laughed enthusiastically. "You would not believe the pitfalls and traps they had left. No muggle would ever have got in..." He was beaming, but suddenly realised that Anders had disappeared again. 

"Does he often disappear like that?" Professor Smyth asked Marvo. 

Marvo was transfixed listening to Professor Smyth. During his first year training stories of him had been required reading, he was as much a hero to Marvo as Sirius Black... well, almost. 

"Who?... oh Anders! I mean Professor Grimalkin. Oh dear.." 

Now he felt guilty, obviously meeting his 'replacement' would not have been easy, and Marvo hadn't made it any easier. He would have to make it up to him later. He hoped Kat hadn't noticed. "erm... No, I'm sure he had... something important to do" 

Andy walked up to Marvo from behind. "Sucking up to the new teacher already, Marvo?" he whispered so that the Professor couldn't hear. 

"Hi," he said to Professor Smyth. "My name is Andy Warden. I am looking forward to participating in your class." Andy shook hands with him. He smiled. 

Marvo laughed and turned around smiling. Then the smile dropped. If was as if for a moment he had 'forgotten' that this wasn't Andy. He turned away.

Aidan smiled at the other boy. "Well I hope it will be exciting for you anyway. I have a few interesting ideas. Nice to meet you Andy." 

He turned to look at Marvo too. "Now, if you will both excuse me I believe that I should find Dumbledore in the great hall." 

So saying he moved off in the direction of the Great Hall to take his place at the head table. 

Arriving at the School 

Once their carriage had reached the steps of the Castle it was a matter of getting out as quickly as possible, so that the next carriage could pull up and discharge its occupants. 

Students were gathering on the broad steps in small House groups and then heading into the Great Hall to sit at their tables.

Sarah got out of the carriage and hurried up the steps beckoning Nathaniel and Raphael to follow. "I am not sure if you'll be able to sit with us at Ravenclaw or be expected to wait until after the sorting. Someone should be around to tell you where you should wait." 

Branwen skipped out of the carriage after Sarah, eager to see the school again, hopeful of a glimpse of Randal, and wondering if it was too late to fly for half an hour or so. 

She shook her head, she would see Randal at the feast, the school was always there, and realistically she would have to wait until dawn to fly out over to the forest and see how the other birds were. 

She pulled a face, "Probably have to wait to see what's going to happen, I should think. Not that I'm the best judge of these things, or you for that matter Sarah" she laughed softly, beaming at her friend. It hadn't escaped her attention that Sarah had made at least one new special friend and she was thrilled for her. 

Raphael looked at the double doors of the castle with trepidation. Perhaps... what would be happening? What would they do? Would they be put into a tiny room with the hat? Would he be led into a great hall? Being the first to leap from the carriage, and looking back, Raphael can finally see all the other carriages behind them. 

He can't look at Sarah, not right now. His hand... his hands... were burning... clasped together easily, with something trapped between them, Raphael turns and looks as the others peek out of the carriage. "Can - can we go?" he asked, shouting through the lashing rain, his backpack tied around his waist with an extra clip or two. Then, moving quickly through the rain, Raphael flung himself into the entrance hall, and smack bang into... 

....smack bang into Professor Zachary Kacirk, who went over in a tangle of impossibly long limbs. 

"Young man!" said the Professor getting up quickly and straightening his robes. "Kindly control your exuberance! If you are in such a rush to get somewhere you won't ever know where you have been." 

The Professor was very tall and very, very thin. He looked like an exotic stick insect with short, spiky red hair and a pointy noise. His small wire-rimmed glasses had been knocked askew by his fall but he quickly perched them again on the end of his nose. "Now - not a First Year coming in by carriage? Transfer student or late entry?" He had a parchment and a quill. 

He gaped at the spider man before him, looking at him, thinking only that if the wind got any higher he'd have to be careful. The man - Raphael had already realised and was finding, to his own dismay, that he already found the man (and his thinness, not just his adult status) fascinating - put back on a pair of wire-rimmed glasses back on his nose. 

Raphael stared at the glasses in surprise - he had thought of a million things that he would encounter in the castle, and dismissed many of them with more then a little sarcasm in the voice in his head, although he'd been proved wrong by Glueclaws. The fact was that this man had glasses - in a magic castle. It was just too stereotypical, and, hey, couldn't they just magic away the blindness? Note for the unwary, thought Raphael to himself: expect the unexpected. Though you'll go around with a slightly happy and vacant expression on your face, said the voice in his head, all the time. Just like now, he added. 

Raphael went red, and slipped off the getting-heavier-by-the-minute rucksack off his back, and onto the floor. He stood before the professor, stretched his back with a slight grunt of pain as it clicked in and out again, and rose to his rather pathetic (though only in comparison) height. "Hello...?" hazarded Raphael, to the professor. "I'm - what were the choices again?" he asked. 

A ripple of pain crossed his forehead. This was turning into a headache. "A late entry, I guess. I don't know. I did get here before all the other students," he said, trying to be helpful, and quite probably sounding cheeky and uppity. Behind him, he could see Sarah, who had been ahead of him coming into the entrance. She glanced into... into... Raphael's mouth dropped open. She was looking through a set of double doors, bustling with students, into... 

into... the biggest hall Raphael had seen... there were hundreds of students... hundreds... he turned back to the glassed spider man and squinted at him. "Er... I think my uncle might have had a letter," he hazarded, hoping that the tall figure climbing up the steps behind him in the crowd was Nathaniel. He needed company if Sarah was gonna go away - he smiled painfully at her through the crowds of arriving students, but he wasn't sure if she'd be able to fight her way back to them both. 

Sarah had indeed been swept along into the Great Hall towards the familiar Ravenclaw table, which was beautifully decorated with its House colours, as were the other tables. 

She spotted that Professor Kacirk was questioning Raphael, though she was able to catch Raphael's eye and wave. There was no chance for her to go back out. The formidable figure of Professor McGonagall was nearby surveying the proceedings and waiting for the students to be seated prior to the entry of the First Years. Sarah wondered if Ruthie and Ninny had enjoyed their lake crossing. 

"Late entry?" repeated Professor Kacirk. "Received a letter?" 

He pondered this information for a few seconds. "Fine. Go into the Great Hall. There are four long tables - do not sit at any of them. There is a smaller table to one side. Sit there with the others. Wait. Keep noise to a minimum. After the new First Year students have been sorted, Professor McGonagall, the Deputy Head will be call the late entries and transferees not yet sorted for the sorting." 

With that the Professor nodded to Raphael that he was dismissed and was free to enter the Great Hall. 

"Fourth Years, sir." Nathaniel said over Raphael's shoulder, and pulled a neat grey folder of documents out of his inside pocket and handed it to the teacher. The name 'Curmudgeon, Jones, Jones & Crumn' could be seen neatly, but subtly, emblazoned on the outside of the folder, which contained a letter from that company in regards to contact details, a signed permission for Hogsmeade visits, and the original letter from Hogwarts.

"I've been pre-sorted to Ravenclaw, to be confirmed by the Hat, but Raphael here hasn't, sir." Nathaniel looked round. "Uh... where do we go from here?" 

The Professor glanced at the paperwork. "Late entry? Fine." 

"Both of you may be seated at the table to the side of the room. The Deputy Head will call your names in due course. I dare say the Sorting is just a formality Mr. Greenleigh. Your future classmates will be seated at the Table decorated in Blue and Bronze." 

Professor Kacirk had seemed impressed with Nathaniel. 

"Thank you sir." Nathaniel gently retrieved the gray folder with his paperwork from the teacher and tucked it away as though he was almost ashamed of its contents. 

A moment later he'd gently tugged Raphael further into the hall. "Looks like you're stuck with me for a while, kid." he managed a worried looking smile. "With luck, you'll get sorted to Ravenclaw and the Hat won't change its mind about me; then we can raise all sorts of hell, eh?" 

Order was beginning to come of the chaos in the hall, and Nathaniel steered Raphael towards the table at the side of the room. He had time to grip Raphael's left wrist encouragingly with his long fingers. 

"Friends." he murmured quietly, and then they were finding seats and the mostly black kitten was sitting proudly on his shoulder as the pair of three-year-late students sat down and waited, with some trepidation, for the Sorting. 

With that the Professor nodded to Raphael that he was dismissed and was free to enter the Great Hall. A minute later, Raphael was being led into the hall by Nathaniel. Sitting down on the table with him, Raphael managed to get his voice back enough to mutter "Sir?" under his breath. 

Nathaniel had obviously mastered the art of being a good student... He could feel the guidance that the other student was giving him. Thank god Nathaniel was here. Raphael found himself staring at the other tables, looking and assessing each of them, finding nothing of note, just wanting to be on another one of those tables, any of them. 

Then he spotted Sarah fighting her way through the crowd, and remembered what the teacher had said about Nathaniel's sorting, and desperately wanted to be on the Ravenclaw table. His left hand was still burning, tucked away down by his side, but Nathaniel had reached down, and grabbed it, getting his attention suddenly. 

"Friends," the other student muttered. "Friends," Raphael said back, and it was comforting: he knew that he wasn't alone in his... in his... terror. Blinding, burning terror. This hat... it was going to laugh at him, or worse. 

He found that Nathaniel had spotted the wand in his left hand. Raphael shrugged it off, not really wondering how the want had come to be in his hand, and knowing only that it was in preparation. He was prepared - as much as he ever was going to be.

"Let the sorting commence," he whispered, so only Nathaniel could hear. 

********

The carriage ground to a halt in front of the castle doors, and Niki opened the door. She was suddenly hungry, and felt more than a little sick from all the sweets on the train. Or perhaps it was apprehension--of what, exactly, she wasn't sure, but she was nervous. 

As she started inside, hurrying against what was, to her, chilly weather (not helped by the rain), she caught a glimpse of someone from the corner or her eye and realised why she was feeling nervous. She didn't want to see Dylan and Nathan together. At all. 

It was unusual for Piotr to regret any of his actions, but as he stood, apart from the other students, not knowing quite what he was meant to do at this stage that he felt a momentary pang of regret at not making the effort to speak to anybody. 

He stood in a casual slouch, leaning against the carriage watching people bustle into the castle but not knowing which group he was meant to be. 

The boy knew a moment's loneliness and a wave of yearning to be part of the crowd swept over him. Then his lip curled in a derisive sneer. He would NEVER be 'one of the crowd'. His father had seen to that. The old, familiar hatred calmed his churning stomach a little and, moving forward, he moved slowly towards the entrance to the castle. He trusted to the likelihood of someone pointing him in the right direction. 

********

After introductions all around, Jian quietly observed the conversations going on around him and was fascinated at the energy that his fellow Hogwarts students had. There was no stiffness here, no rules of rigidity, and no unwritten code of decorum of not expressing oneself. 

It was all somewhat very surprising to take in at once. 

The moment the carriage stopped by the steps of the castle, Jian immediately remembered his instructions from his uncle of finding a teacher so he could be properly Sorted. 

"I shall go ahead," he informed the group. "I still need to be Sorted. Good evening." He dropped a quick half-bow to the party in the carriage. 

He moved closer to Shinrei. She looked much better than she had back at the train. "Be well, Miss. Thank you for accompanying me." 

He was out of the carriage before anyone could respond, running towards the steps of Hogwarts School. 

"Thank you as well, Hupi-san," Shinrei replied to Jian's words. He was already gone from view but the sentiment still mattered. Be well, he had said. 

*I hope I will be Hupi-san* she thought. *Though the circumstances do not exactly have that in mind* 

"I believe we are here," she said to the people in the carriage. She gave them a smile and a nod and descended from the carriage. Students were descending carriages all around her, talking, laughing, and arguing. The activity level was very high. 

Shinrei reached into her robes and pulled out the flask of Chishio draught. She took a long swig. Some things never changed for her. No matter what happened, this sickness would still haunt her. But she was still alive. 

She noticed something peeking out from one of her robes' many sewn-in pockets. She replaced her flask and curiously removed the item. It was the piece of parchment that had appeared out of thin air at the Hogwarts Express shortly after Saito and his minions had left. Shinrei decided to read it later. She placed it securely back into her pockets and turned to look at the Hogwarts castle. 

***********

Upon reaching the front steps of the castle that was Hogwarts, Jian Hupi slowed down his steps and looked up at the magnificent structure rising before him, silhouetted by the purple-gray sky. 

This is where he belonged to now. For the next few years, Buddha wills it. It was wildly mysterious and beautiful, so different from what he had been used to at the Northern mountains. 

He took note of a pale, dark-haired boy standing a short distance away from him. The boy was unmistakably sneering at something--or someone, but Jian wasn't exactly sure what or who. He looked at the boy's robes and did not see a crest like that of other students. 

He walked towards the boy and spoke to him. "Excuse me. Have you been Sorted, or are you a new student too? I can see you are not wearing a House crest yet." 

For what was possibly the first time in his life, Piotr actually felt glad that somebody had spoken to him. Not that he let it show, of course. "You're right," he said. "I am a new student." He fought against the urge to leave it at that, and actually went to the trouble of extending his hand. "Piotr Rachinov." 

House crest? Now that it'd been mentioned, Piotr noticed for the first time that all the other students - bar those like himself and this oriental newcomer - had badges on their robes. He felt a moment's irritation. That garish thing would go against his 'black, black and more black' ethic. 

Jian gave Piotr a formal bow and shook the boy's hand. "It is an honour to meet you. My name is Hupi Jian, of the Mian-Ju-Tao Northern Order of China. I will be joining the Fourth Years, after the Sorting, yes."

*************

Having spoken to Professor McGonagall and then having a quick word with the spindly Professor Kacirk about what needed to be done with respect to new students above the First Year not yet sorted; Nimue went to help in giving directions to newcomers. 

She saw Jian talking with another black robed boy. As she got closer she realised it was the pale boy who had creeped her out last year. Yet she was a Prefect and one had one's duties. 

"Hello again, Jian. I'm helping out a little with respect to directing people. Are you both ready to enter the Great Hall?" "I'm Elizabeth Hawkwood, Fourth Year Prefect for Gryffindor House" she said to Piotr. "You were here in the summer for an afternoon I believe." 

Jian bowed to Nimue as she approached. After she had introduced herself to Piotr, Jian said, "I am ready to join the others, Miss Hawkwood." He was indeed ready--to make the Order proud of him and accomplish what his Great-uncle had. 

Nimue turned at Jian's words, which cut short any response Piotr might have made to Nimue's introduction. "Yes, if you'd both like to follow me there is a table inside the Great Hall set aside for the new students above First Year. As soon as the First Years are sorted you each will be called." 

She smiled at Piotr, hopefully encouraging him to follow. 

*********

Winifred stepped out of the carriage and joined the hundreds of students milling around. She turned to the students who had been sharing the carriage. "Nice to meet all of you, I hope to see you around," she said to them, waving. She then turned and went off in the search of a fellow Slytherin to chat with. She spied Niki standing alone and approached her. "Hi Niki! Long time no see. How was your summer?" 

"Wretched," Niki said cheerily, looking over her shoulder quickly. "But I'm here now, so that's all right. How was yours?" 

"My summer was decent. Just the usual family trip and hanging around the house," Winifred replied.

Morticia and Nathan had engaged in serious conversation the second that they had both arrived at the school, hissing rapidly in French and by the tone of their words throwing insults at each other. Although they kept their voices down, the names "Niki" and "Arcadia" could be frequently heard just like "Evans". 

Morticia looked like a wild cat attacking a coolly waiting and smirking crocodile. Nathan managed to look calm and nice throughout the talk, but his eyes were twinkling dangerously. 

At last, they broke with some last growls and Nathan strolled away to some other Slytherin 6th years, who didn't look too happy about the company, and Morticia went to Winifred and Niki. 

"Hi, you two," she said with a cheery smile that showed nothing of the hot temper she'd just shown, "I'm so excited about Ninny being sorted today, you know? Ah, I bet this year will be great, don't you think?" 

When Peesey saw Tish go across to Niki, he followed her. "Hi," he said in return to hers. 

Niki smiled, but it didn't extend to her eyes, which were darting around a trifle nervously. "Hi, Tish." She wasn't sure what to say, after the almost-argument they'd had, and opted for silence. 

As Morticia walked up, Winifred greeted her. "Hey Morticia! Wow, it's great to be back at school and see everyone. Do you think your sister will be in Slytherin like you and Nathan?" 

"If Ninny ends up in Slytherin, I'll drop Quidditch!" Morticia replied with a laugh, then noticed Peesemould. "Hey, Peesey! Good to see you!" She smiled at him. "I'm so glad to be back in school, one more day with a pregnant mother and I would have been ready for St Mungo's, really!" 

"Hi!" Peesey said back, "wow, it seems like an age since I last spoke to you. I didn't know your mother was pregnant?!" 

"She is," Morticia sighed, "AGAIN. Don't they know how to avoid babies? I mean, gosh, it's good to know they're still in love, but how many kids to they want to have before they realise it's enough?"

*********

Yvette had donned her usual robes on the train, but had managed to get by with wearing a bright pink 'Madeline' style jacket. She was cold, for some reason...even indoors. 

"Too much California." She said to herself with a wry grin, and managed to find a Gryffindor crowd. 

There were dozens of Slytherins walking about...one could never be too careful. Still, she stuck out like a sore thumb. Amongst the whirling black robes, she boldly made her way. She realised a teacher would probably make her put the coat away, put still...brr. Her lips were slightly blue, though she didn't notice it, and she shivered. Maybe she should find a scarf... 

Spotting the bright pink, Madison made her way through the crowd of students.  She had pulled on a sweatshirt under her robes, and was able to stand the cold weather.

"Yvette!" She laughed.  "I could see you a mile away! You're like neon sign!"  Noticing her shivers and blue lips, Madison's smile faded.  "Oh Yvette, you're freezing!"    

"Naw, it's always this cold...in F-france..." Yvette trailed off, failing to mention she hadn't been in France for nearly a year. She rubbed her hands together. "We'll be in the Great Hall s-soon...think it'll be warmer in th-there?" 

She looked over her shoulders, then pulled her bluish lips into a grin at Madison. She closed her lips quickly as her teeth chattered. She tugged out her wand, muttered something under her breath, and was almost instantly wearing a neon pink hat and a striped fuzzy white and pink scarf. Even when cold and using magic is the (gasp) corridors, she still matched. 

"Betcha a t-teacher's gonna make me change." She noted with another smile, though this time she didn't show her teeth. "Now I sound-d like D-david!" 

"I'm sure it will be warmer in the Great Hall," Madison answered with a grin. "And yeah, the teachers'll probably make you change into something less...blaring," she joked, smiling at the matching scarf and hat that Yvette conjured up. 

"David? Maybe he's around here somewhere," she said with another grin. "Should we go look for him? I'm sure you have so much you'll want to tell him about the Muggle world now...he'll be impressed..." 


Yvette laughed, though the sound turned rather shaky towards the end. "David...yeah, he'll b-be impressed all right. But right now...right n-now I'm so cold I can hardly th-think straight!" 

Now that her face was so pale, the neon pinks stood out even more. 

Seeing Madison and Yvette talking (with Yvette standing out in her bright, blinding pink ensemble), Shinrei walked up to her two roommates. 

"Good evening, Yvette-san, Madison-san," she said with a small bow of her head and a smile to each girl. "It is very good to see you two again. Have you spent the summer in California like you said? And have you received your Quiberon kimono I sent you over the summer, Yvette-san?" 

"Shinrei, it's so b-beautiful!" Yvette replied in frozen delight. "I couldn't believe th-that you made it. You should talk t-to my mother. She's a fashion d-designer!" She shivered violently, and seriously considered getting some earmuffs. 

Shinrei was very flattered. She smiled modestly. "I am glad you liked it, Yvette-san, but I have to say that my work is most amateurish compared to that of someone like your mother." 

Noticing that her roommates were shivering, she said: "I believe it would be best if we go to the Great Hall. It is rather cold here, ne?" 

Yvette nodded shakily. "G-good idea." Like a pink whirlwind, she rushed to the door of the Great Hall. She paused to wait for her friends, and then went inside with a sigh of relief. 

Shinrei, amused at Yvette's exuberance, gave Madison a smile as they trailed in the pink whirlwind's wake. "I have to admit I myself find the European climate much colder compared to that of Nippon," she said to her roommates. "And the weather could at times be unpredictable." 

She followed Yvette and Madison into the Great Hall. 

"Yeah, it's way colder here than Cali in winter," Madison replied. "But I was pretty prepared for it this year..." She smiled. "So what is it like in Nippon? I've read and seen some stuff about Japan, but I've never been there..." 

Shinrei smiled. "We have four seasons as well, but the winters do not last that long. Summer is very warm and there is very little fog all throughout the year. Of course, there is blooming of cherry blossoms around autumn time." 

"I was raised in a temple commune at the island of Honshu, far up north. The sunrise and sunset are always incredible, as Kossawa is located by the shore." She realised just then how much she missed the commune that had been home to her all her life. 

Getting Seated

Amy had left the carriage with the rest of the group, and said bye to Winifred, and thanked her. Then, she entered the castle. Already, hundreds of wizards were pouring into this huge room. One of the first things Amy noticed was that the ceiling was bewitched to resemble the outside sky. She found it fascinating, and began staring at it, until someone rudely bumped her. 

Then, she began wandering around, lost of course, looking for someone to help her. *Should I just sit down? I think I'm in Gryffindor, but I don’t know... Who can help me??* She asked herself, as she wandered around. 

As Amy was wandering around the castle, lost and confused, she saw a cute, nice boy she met in the carriage. His name was Jian, and he was talking to another stranger, a dark-haired boy. 

Amy approached the two and said, "Hi Jian! It's great to see you again! You haven't been sorted either, right?" Then, to the dark haired boy she said, "Hi there! My name is Amy, and I'm a new fourth year." 

Her body was still thawing from the strikingly cold weather, and her teeth chattered quite loudly. She couldn't wait to get inside and have something hot to drink, and maybe even change into warmer clothes. She would have to write back home, and request sweatshirts, and jackets. *No one ever told me it was going to be THIS cold!* she thought. 

Before Nimue could lead the boys into the Great Hall, another girl approached them and introduced herself as Amy. She evidently already had met Jian. 

"Hello, Amy." interjected Nimue, "I am Elizabeth Hawkwood, the Fourth Year Prefect for Gryffindor House. I think I saw you when we were in the Leaky Cauldron earlier today. Do you need to be sorted by the Hat as well or was your House decided before you came?" 

She noted the girl's teeth were chattering, "You look cold so we should go inside the Hall, you'll soon warm up in there." 

With that she encouraged Jian, the quiet Piotr and Amy to follow her. 

Jian gave Amy a polite nod. He was taken aback why the very enthusiastic way she greeted him with. It was also very surprising that she had not hesitated in shaking his hand back at the carriage. Western girls were very odd, he decided. 

He proceeded to follow Nimue into the Great Hall. 

Nimue led the three new students to the table where Nathaniel and Raphael were seated. 

"Hello again." she said to them, "I understand this is the staging area for those older students being sorted. Hupi Jian and...." the pale boy hadn't spoken to her but she suddenly recalled the name Sarah had mentioned last June after his visit. "Mr. Rachinov are also both to be sorted after the First Years." 

Jian nodded and politely executed a half-bow to the two boys seated. They looked remarkably alike. He fleetingly wondered if they were brothers. He remembered one of the boys to have approached their group back at the Leaky Cauldron this morning. The one called Nathaniel had introduced himself and then had quickly fled. 

"Good evening," he greeted them. 

Piotr remained totally silent from the moment Nimue arrived, and now that they were inside, he remained so. He rarely saw the point in talking to other people, unless it was about something that he personally found interesting. Other people's conversation could be *so* dull. 

Perhaps, he realised with something of a jolt, he was becoming more like his father than he was prepared to admit. Ivan Rachinov was the same. He would ride roughshod over any conversation that was not totally centred around him, and as for his mother, well, she was so timid that she barely input into any discussion at all. Almighty Andrei, of course, was outgoing and cheerful and did everything he'd been told to do. 

~Almighty Andrei is a doormat, Piotr. Remember that. The only time people will ever walk over me is when I'm six feet under. ~ 

The boy fixed Nimue with a silent, violet-eyed gaze. He could sense her uncertainty, taste the bitter tang of it, and he allowed himself a moment's amusement by treating her to one of his most devastating and oddly alluring smiles. 

For the briefest of seconds, his eyes glowed with a strange inner hue, turning them almost magenta. "You are most kind, Miss Hawkwood," he said, the smile still on his face. "Perhaps we will have the opportunity to talk again in the near future?" It was an open-ended question, but he sounded *most* convincing. 

Nimue found that her earlier feelings that Piotr was 'creepy' had melted away with that smile. She could now appreciate what Sarah had found so attractive about this boy. She was surprised the Ravenclaw girl wasn't doing more about it. 

He had the most wonderful eyes. Part of her brain informed her this boy was using 'glamour' on her but she found herself ignoring this directive and just basking in it. "Of course," she said quietly, "we will after all be seeing each other every day." 

She tore her attention away from him and turned to Amy. "Right, you did say you had been sorted. Shall we go and introduce you to your other House members?" 

Very little was happening to pull Raphael from his reverie, a almost frenetic stream of thoughts about the sorting, unable to think, unable to move... something intruded for a second and pulled Raphael from a brink of blackness that... that... that he'd been looking into. Black spots cleared from his vision. 

"Good evening," greeted another youth, this time after a short bow, looking at both him and Nathaniel... intensely. Interested in him. Had he really bowed? Raphael started to think about the black spots that still refused to totally clear: perhaps he had hit his head. It wasn't meant... to ache... that much... he rubbed his temple with his left wrist, and did his best to grasp a smile and place it in view for the other boy. 

Then from behind him, Raphael saw an exchange between Nimue and... another boy. Piotr, Sarah had called him. Russian. He's Russian and his name is Piotr. He was smiling at Nimue, smiling softly, and she was smiling back. There was... 

Nimue moved away suddenly, going towards another girl that Raphael didn't know. For an instant, all Raphael saw were Piotr Rachinov's bright eyes, smiling softly. And with them came a draining sensation, as all the dislike Raphael had already harboured drained away from him. Perhaps he wasn't that bad after all. 

Something in Raphael rebelled against the idea, a tiny voice in his mind, labelling Piotr as 'creepy', a bit weird, and to be watched. The voice in his mind... it was soft, a little unsteady... coming up from depths within him... and the illusion that Piotr had slipped to Nimue disappeared. Raphael found that his initial assessment perhaps was right: to be watched. 

He found himself moving. Towards the pale man. Wanting to rise up. Wanting to strangle him. Wanting to rip the life from him. With a shudder Raphael pushed down that darkness, and tore himself away from looking at Piotr, afraid, and looked at Jian Hupi, inviting him to sit down, saying something meaningless to him about the sorting that in truth Raphael didn't think about, or remember after. 

His mind was on someone else. His mind was on the Ravenclaw table. 

Sarah kept stealing glances in the direction of Raphael and Nathaniel. She was confused about her feelings for the two boys but happy nonetheless. 

She was less happy to see that Piotr had joined their table. She felt less inclined to look in that direction so often in case she caught his eye or worse that he got an idea she was looking at him. She'd seen how he'd toyed with Nimue as though he were delighting in turning whatever power he had over people on and off like a light switch for his private amusement. 

She could hardly wait for the Sorting to begin - as more and more students sat down at their House tables, surely the entrance of the First Years couldn't be that far off. 

Nathaniel nodded politely as Jian Hupi joined their little cluster. So it seemed that he and Raphael weren't the only fourth years to need sorting after all. That was a small relief. 

He saw Raphael watching the Ravenclaw table, and wondered if the Hat would oblige their wishes, or whether they were bound to oblige it. 

Jian nodded back at Nathaniel. Jian's eyes then skimmed over the length and breadth of the Great Hall, wondering why most of the boys his age had long--or longish--hair. 

He noticed that no one else there was bald. He felt a momentary sense of being naked. However, he looked the way he did because of the simplicity and sacrifice he had chosen to live his life by. 

He took a seat beside the other boy, the one who had half-muttered an invitation for him to sit down. This boy, he noted, looked sort of ill, his eyes darting in and out of focus. To the ordinary eye he would look like someone extremely nervous but Jian knew better. 

"Excuse me," he said to the boy, "are you well?" 

"Am I well?" repeated Raphael dully, looking at the newcomer. Looking down at the floor, he thought of the sorting. "I think I'm just nervous," he said to Jian, lying. "My name is Raphael," he said, trying to slow his heartbeat, trying to calm down. 

Jian did not believe him one bit, but he nodded all the same. "As you say, Raphael," he said evenly. 

He decided that the other boy was most likely nervous about the Sorting. Jian himself had apprehensions, but he would cross a desert without bringing water first before admitting these. What would the brothers think if he wasn't Sorted into Gryffindor or Ravenclaw? Would they deem him unfit to be one of them?  Jian wanted to be in Gryffindor. Would the Hat take heed of this? He had no answer. 

What had he said? 'As you say'? Raphael looked at the newcomer curiously, wondering... A glance at Nathaniel told him pretty much what he needed to know. Yes, he did quite probably look like a gibbering idiot - his knuckles closed so tightly over... over... that they had gone pearl white. His face probably was the same - white as a sheet, impossibly shaking, eyes blurred and unfocused... 

...across the room he saw the familiar visage of two blue eyes, sitting in the shadows of the doorway, for just a second. He could have been shouting 'you look like a nutter' and it wouldn't have been more obvious then what Raphael saw in those blue eyes. Perhaps... perhaps if some bit of him could step away, be something separate, be panicky on it's own terms, the rest could function... 

"Okay," said Raphael, forcing some humour into his voice. "Alright. I'm scared stupid. It's nerve-racking," admitted Raphael, one youngster to the other, and while somewhere underneath there was a surge of panic and loathing at the lie, Raphael found that he could force good humour on himself, even... perhaps... to the point where he'd start fooling himself. He thought for a second. "What house... do you want to be in?" 

To this particular question, however, Jian had a ready answer. He had long since trained himself never to admit what he wanted to others. That would disgrace the Mian-Ju-Tao's creed of sacrificing one's desires for higher enlightenment. 

"Being in Hogwarts School, my friend, is an honour already. I wish for nothing more, yes?" 

*********

Magnus had been slightly disappointed that the carriage had become so full. An opportunity to test his "magnetism" after the summer break had escaped him. So he had settled back into his seat and, apart from keeping face by showing his usual enthusiasm for meeting the fairer sex, had brooded quietly to himself. 

Bad weather also always made him broody. It spoiled his hair, and that was most definitely not good. He had lots to brood about, having spent the summer back in Sweden with his guardian, the Minister of Magic, Joakim Karlsson. He had been confined more or less to quarters as Karlsson hadn't wanted any unfortunate repeats of the incidents of the previous year, and there had been quite a few IMPs (Important Magical People) visiting the ministry with their families. 

But, on the bright side, he was now free again. Free to "mingle" to his heart's content. Of course, Arcadia would continue to be the main target. She'd better not ignore him again. He was surprised that he had survived without any retribution at the end of last term. Perhaps the girl's revengeful streak was more hype than substance. Still, best to be at least alert to potential attack. 

He grinned to himself. This was going to be so much fun. 

So lost was he in his own thoughts that he didn't really notice that the carriage had drawn to a halt and that most of the occupants had already disembarked. Pulling his cloak around him, and given his hair a last smoothing out, he stepped out, looking around for familiar faces. 

********

Drake decided that, since he wasn't a student anymore, it'd be best for him to just go inside the castle, and so he did. Inside, he realised that he didn't know where to go to. Nobody had told him what to do once he arrived. He sighed and felt a bit neglected. 

Then he decided that it would probably be best to search one of the teachers and ask for instructions. He started to pad along the corridors in the direction of what he dimly remembered to be Professor McGonagall's study. 

Luis stood uncertainly at the middle of the sea of students excitedly chattering their way to the Great Hall. Several upperclassmen, some of them who came into Hogwarts with him during his first year (now Seventh Years), looked him over curiously. 

He looked at his robes and straightened the Slytherin crest pinned on it. He was back. For the moment, he was safe. Even if he was pathetically heartbroken. He did not have the time to play the brooding hero. 

His keen eyes swept over the crowd and he saw a group of girls with a boy. From where he stood he could see the lot of them bearing the Slytherin crest. Third or Fourth Years, most likely. 

He walked up to them and cleared his throat. "If the ladies and the gentleman would pardon me, I'm Luis Verga. Lucky to be back at Hogwarts and resuming my magical education by being a Fourth Year Slytherin." 

He gave all of them a charming smile. He was glad that he was tall--it made him look a little bit impressive. A little bit like Snape. 

"Er... hello," Peesey said not waiting for Tish to answer. "Er.. I'm Peesemould, also of 4th Year Slytherin, pleased to meet you?" He said a little "miffed" at this boy's superior tone. 

"Anyway, did you have nice holidays?" Morticia asked Peesey.

"Hmmm," he said turning from the boy "yes, my holidays were O.K, a bit boring maybe. But otherwise O.K" He dropped his voice to a whisper "Who's this cocky kid?" 

Winifred smiled back at the new addition to their group. He was handsome and quite tall quite unlike the other fourth year boys. She wanted to ask him how old he was, but at the risk of sounding stupid, replied with a standard greeting. "Hi. My name is Winifred Fanel, fourth year Slytherin as well," she said, "I wonder when the feast is starting, I can't wait to see all the new Slytherins." 

Luis returned Winifred's smile, along with a knowing twinkle in his gray eyes. "A pleasure to meet you, Miss Fanel," he said. "I have to agree when you say that every new school year always merits something to look forward to. I myself feel the same way right now." 

"Do you suppose we should head into the Great Hall? The feast should be starting soon," Winifred said, trying to cover her nervousness.

He turned to address the boy and gave him a polite nod and a friendly smile. "Hello. Likewise pleased to meet you." 

Peesey smiled back at Luis. "Hmmm, maybe we should, everyone else seems to be going that way" Peesey returned Winifred.

"Let us be on our way, then." Luis inclined his head to the Great Hall. "We can't keep the masses waiting, can we?" 

A lazy smile spread across his features as he quickly scanned the student population of Hogwarts, effectively hiding his anxiety at being left academically behind by people his age. He was going to be laughed at, and he was prepared to take it all like a real man. Sissies belonged six feet under. 

His black robes billowing after him, he strode towards and into the Great Hall. 

"Hmm," Peesey sneered at the boy "I suppose" he followed him in taking metal note of how his robes did that billowing thing. 

Niki took this opportunity to sneak off surreptitiously. She didn't want to hear Tish explain everything that had happened over the summer--everything that she, Niki, already knew. And maybe things she didn't, but never mind that... 

She looked around the crowded room, finally catching the eye of... Randal Fudge.

********

The carriage that Randal had been riding in pulled up at the castle a few minutes earlier. He had graced Arcadia and Oriana with a smile as he alighted from the carriage. "I will see you girls later." Although he really hoped that he could avoid Arcadia for a while. He knew that she was going to try and weave some spell over him soon. 

As they reached the school and Randal left, Pantalaimon stood in front of Oriana stopping her rushing away. 

"I do hope you still remember the little 'task' I asked you to do for me? I do expect it done soon.... very soon. I would hate our wonderful friendship to come to an end, a messy end, so soon. You wouldn't want that would you?" Arcadia kept her 'sweet smile' as she said this 

Randal wandered into the castle and towards the great hall. As he entered the school he saw the students milling around. Niki was standing on her own. He decided that maybe he would try to make more of an effort to talk to some of his fellow Slytherins. 

"Hi Niki!" Randal smiled at her. "How are you? Did you have a good holiday?" 

"No," Niki said cheerfully, "but it makes good conversation fodder, so I don't really mind... How was yours? Lots of work in the Ministry?" 

Randal grinned. "Yes, I suppose it does. Yeh, Dad had me running around all over the place doing menial tasks for him. Sometimes I just wish he'd pick on my sister instead. But then I guess we all know why he doesn't." 

He glanced around. "Should we be heading for the great hall do you suppose?" 

"I expect so," Niki said glumly. "The Sorting is soon." She didn't want to watch...it made her feel bitter. But she had no choice, so she would watch, and like it. 

Randal started to lead the way to the great hall. "Why so glum?" he asked her. "Do you not enjoy the sorting and the beginning of term feast?" 

"No, not really..." Niki sighed. "I ate too much on the train and I ... don't like the Sorting." She crossed her arms in front of her, hugging them tightly to her chest, and shrugged. "Don't know why." 

Randal wasn't sure that he believed that she didn't know why. Niki appeared to be depressed about everything. Randal was not sure why, but maybe she didn't want to tell him anyway. He sighed.

Turning to face her again, he looked at her seriously for a minute. His yellow eye sparkling in the light of the torches that were fixed to the walls. "Look Niki, if you want me to shut up and shove off just tell me. Other wise if you want to tell me what is so bad then I am happy to listen. The choice is yours."

With that he walked the last distance to the Slytherin table and sat down.

Niki followed him and sat down. "So...how 'bout those Cannons?" she said brightly.

Randal looked at her slightly confused. "Cannons?" Randal looked confused. "I have to admit I have no idea what you mean."

Niki shook her head. "Quidditch team. Never mind." She cast around for some other topic of conversation. "Erm. Are you taking any of the new lessons this year?"

Randal grinned. "Ah, well I'm not one for following Quidditch I'm afraid. Lessons for this term? I'm still not 100% sure. I thought the hidden talents sounded interesting, or possibly myth magic and folklore."

Reluctantly, Alpha entered the Great Hall. Since last year when she was sorted herself, she had ambiguous feelings about the Sorting. Well, she just had to sit through this ordeal, she thought.

She sat next to Niki. "Hello Niki, Randal" she said gloomily. "How are you all?" Everyone could notice this was just an obligatory question, she didn't expect an answer.

The train ride was fine, the carriages ok, but the Sorting...  Alpha looked around to see if she could escape while Miss Eezy, proudly sitting on her shoulder complained.

Randal smiled at Alpha as she joined them. "I'm fine thank you. You?" As she joined them however, Dumbledore spoke and the sortings began.

**********

Amy was extremely glad that Nimue had led the group inside, because she was very cold, and wasn't dressed properly. "Oh, my last name is Lambert," Amy answered Nimue's question. "And I would love to meet some of my house members," she replied, and smiled. Amy was beginning to feel much more welcome at Hogwarts. 

Nimue smiled at the boys and wished them all good luck and then led Amy to the Gryffindor table and seated her in the section where the other Fourth Years were seated. She greeted her Gryffindor classmates who were already there. 

"Hi, this is Amy Lambert who had been sorted to Gryffindor before today." 

Shinrei had sat down at the Gryffindor table beside Madison and Yvette. She was glad to be in the company of her roommates--they were energetic, bubbly girls who never failed to make her smile or at least take her mind off the more serious, troublesome aspects of her life. 

Nimue was now leading Amy, the girl she met in the carriage, to the table. "Konban wa, Amy-san, Nimue-san" Shinrei replied to Nimue's introduction. "Kindly join us." 

Yvette grinned, and resisted the urge to clap her neon pink gloved hands together. A new student? Those were always fun... Be nice, she reminded herself. This girl's new.  "Hey, Amy! I'm Yvette. You're going to have so much fun in Gryffindor!"

"Thank you very much!" Amy said to Nimue, extremely grateful for her help. Amy took a seat next to a few other fourth year Gryffindors, and began conversing with them. "Thanks," Amy said with a kind smile to both Shinrei, and Yvette. "I hope I have a fun year!" 

Amy then replied to Yvette with a slight laugh. Something about Yvette puzzled Amy. Perhaps it was her bright pink coat and gloves, or her extremely cheerful manner. Whatever it was, it made Amy feel more comfortable at the table. *It probably is the coat and the gloves* she thought to herself. 

Nimue was glad that Amy was settling in and that Shinrei was also joining in more. 

"Have you heard?" she said to the girls but to Yvette and Madison especially, "Elia Concinni won't be returning this year. Apparently the Aurors Widows and Orphans Committee have arranged for her to attend a private school." 

Elia had always been somewhat reclusive and the previous year she had been traumatised by the arrival of Niki Pheidippides, whose Death Eater Mother had been responsible for the death of Elia's Father - an Auror. Though her classmates hadn't been aware of it - this had led Elia to some desperate acts. 

Nonetheless, Nimue suspected there was more to Elia's leaving than just the need for her to be in a less stressful environment. Elia had exhibited the ability to make herself seem invisible, a rare talent and a useful one. Had Elia been recruited by one of the Ministry's Departments? Nimue knew that it was unlikely they'd ever know for sure. Marvo probably would know but he wouldn't tell them - just drop the odd maddening hint. 

At the mention of Elia Concinni, Shinrei's thoughts began to drift. She did not know the girl well, only saw her face, knew her by name and lodged in the same room with her during the previous term. 

She glanced around the Great Hall. Gods, she needed to talk to someone. Someone who would understand her predicament. Someone to help lessen the shock of Kanjou's marriage proposal and the even bigger shock of her very sudden acceptance of it. 

But Kami-sama...none of them really knew the ways of the life she had led with Clan Kossawa. She forced her thoughts back to the present discussion. "So I suppose we would be having a new roommate for this term then?" she asked, directing her attention to Yvette, Madison and Nimue. 

"Elia won't be here?" Yvette repeated in dismay. She'd gotten to know Elia quite well that sort of thing happened when you shared a room with someone for three years. "Poor girl! Another school? I'll have to get her address. Maybe I can owl her something...Chocolate Frogs, those always cheer me up...and maybe a Quiberon flag..." 

She settled back in her seat, and rubbed her gloved hands together to make them feel a bit warmer. Climate changes really weren't fun. However, first days were always fun. 

Loud and as oblivious as she normally seemed, the French girl had a tendency to notice things. Like Shinrei's distraction. She leaned over to her, and whispered to her in an almost inaudible voice, "You're nearly as distracted as I am cold. If there's something weighing you down, you can tell me about it later..." 

Her voice returned to its usual volume, and she looked around with a dazzling smile. "Of course we'll have a new roommate this term! Amy!" 

Grey eyes darted to look at Maddie and Nimue, and once again she flashed her wicked grin. "Amy, you're going to just love all my decorations. I even got another poster!" 

"Thank you, Yvette-san," Shinrei said in reply to the other girl's offer of telling her what was *weighing her down.* 

She seriously considered the idea of telling someone about how very confused she felt. She needed to voice all these feelings out. But...doing such a thing would not be honourable. It would indicate that the reasons for her decision were unclear. That was something she would never do to the Clan and Kanjou--give them "second thoughts." 

Honour above all things. Shinrei smiled at Yvette. "This is nothing. I am but distracted as there is a new student I am hoping would be Sorted into Gryffindor House. A healer and a martial artist, Yvette-san." 

She gestured across the Great Hall to the table where the new transfer students sat and indicated Jian Hupi. The Sorting had already began; Shinrei surmised the older students were Sorted after the First Years. 

"You're hoping he'll be Sorted? Into Gryffindor?" Yvette's grey eyes widened for a moment, and then she winked at Shinrei. "I think I'm starting to understand..." 

She peered at the boy. "Oh, Shin, you have good taste in guys, too!" She giggled, and settled back to watch Amy. Anyone who liked England MUST be partially insane. 

The First Years’ Soaking and Sorting

Kat was heading in the direction that the new first years would be landing. She knew they would be excited and difficult to keep in line. She could still remember her own sorting. She had been so nervous. But at least that evening had been beautifully clear. She could still remember the sunset behind the castle as they approached. 

She was started out of her reverie by Hagrid's booming voice. "Kat! Can yer get us some towels? These poor things are soaked though!" 

She took one look at saw what he meant. Luckily though one of the house elves appeared with a huge pile of towels before she even had to ask. She saw the first years as they were coming through. Some of them were crying, some shivering, and there was the odd one that was bouncing around. She picked up some of the towels and started handing them out. 

"Here, it's ok, you are here now. Take one of these and dry yourselves off." Hagrid was also passing round towels. 

Kat took a minute to ask one of the girls, "What is wrong? What happened? It can't have been as bad as that..." 

"The boats...sank!" Ruth said, teeth chattering. "I...'m cold..." She looked it, too. Her hair was plastered to her head, and her lips were blue. 

"The boats sank? That is awful!" Kat was a little shocked. Those boats had not sank before in the history of hogwarts! At least, not that she knew. 

She glanced around wondering how she could help to heat the students up. Deciding that there was nothing that she could really heat except for the air she decided that would have to do. She pulled out her wand and whispered a spell. A number of red sparks flew out of her wand and the air began to warm. 

"That should help," she said. "Tell me, how did the boats sink? I thought nothing could effect those boats." 

"I don't kn...know!" Ruth said, still shivering, but less so, now. "They j...just did! And it was w...wet!" 

"Well I am sure things will be ok now. Get yourself dry with the towel. We should move on to the sorting and the feast soon and then you will feel much better I am sure." Kat smiled at Ruth. She guessed that she would find out soon enough what had happened. 

"Anyone not got a towel?" She asked the gathered students. 

Two outrageous cries shook the Great Hall as Nathan and Morticia heard the report from their little, dripping, sobbing sister Nimue. 

"They SANK? What do you mean, they SANK???"

Nathan began drying Ninny's hair with the sleeves of his robes while Morticia hurried away to get her a towel.

Then she walked over to Kat. "What happened?" she asked. "The boats don't just SINK!"

"I wish I knew Tish. No-one that I have spoken to saw anything. I am as surprised and shocked as you are that the boats sank. At least they are all here ok though, even if they are a little scared and wet." She smiled sympathetically at Morticia. 

From somewhere in the Great Hall there came a barely concealed snicker.

Piotr watched the soaking wet first years come dripping into the Hall, and heard that their boats had sunk. For some reason he could not quite - excuse him - fathom, Piotr found this ridiculously funny. The snicker turned to a chuckle and the chuckle dissolved into peals of laughter. He couldn't help it. They all looked so...wet. There was part of him, the tiniest, almost totally unnoticeable part that he tried his hardest to ignore, that hoped everyone was alright. 

Finally, the laughter gave way to silent shoulder-shaking mirth. 

********

"I am sure Professor McGonagall will have a forwarding address for Elia." said Nimue with a smile. "And yes Amy here will be our new dorm-mate. Along with Mahou Amberstone. We will be six." 

She was just about to say something about the Yvette's colour scheme (hot pink) when the distress of the First Year's came to their attention. "I'd better go and see if I can help calm them down." she said. 

Nimue passed by the table where Piotr and the other Fourth Year new students were seated and shot him a look of disdain as she headed towards the First Years and her fellow Prefects, Kat and Morticia. "Is your little sister all right, Tish?" 

Morticia nodded. "Nathan's taking care of her." She glared at Piotr with a look that could have easily intimidated anyone who knew her usual hot temper. "THAT guy's going to have some problems soon," she muttered, "Drake showed my some nice little curses during the holidays..." 

Then she quieted as Dumbledore rose and came over to where they were. They returned to their tables as the Sorting Ceremony began.

**********

At the Head Table, Professor Dumbledore looked concerned at what had occurred to the First Years and in a break from tradition he came down from the Head Table to see if they were alright. 

Hagrid assured him that all were accounted for and now they had been dried off that some hot food and drink would be most welcome. 

"I think then Hagrid that we shall look into the matter of the sinking of the boats after the Feast but for now these youngsters need to be sorted into their respective Houses." He smiled warmly at them and led the way so that they would come to stand in front of the Teachers' table facing the gathered student body. 

The four-legged stool with the Sorting Hat was then placed in front of the students. To the amazement of a number gathered there - a mouth appeared in the brim of the Hat and it sang a song about the Sorting that was about to happen. 

When it had done and the student body erupted into applause and the enchanted hat took a bow.

The formidable Professor McGonagall stepped forward obviously also concerned about the boat incident, "Now First Years as your names are called, please come and sit on the stool and place the Hat upon your head." 

She called them out alphabetically and soon reached, "Friedman, Ruth." 

Ruthie walked forward slowly and sat on the stool, pulling the hat over her head. 

Hmm, said the voice. Yes? Bravery, for certain...a quest for knowledge, but... Yes, this is easy. So what is it? "Gryffindor!" it called loudly.

David clapped harder than anyone else as Ruth nearly skipped to the Gryffindor table.

Nimue, had naturally returned to her seat before the Sortings. As Ruthie took her seat at the Gryffindor table, she leaned over and said. "Welcome, Ruth. I am sure you will enjoy it in Gryffindor House. 

Yvette cheered with all the rest of the Gryffindors as another new student joined their House. The girl was quite close to her, so she got up like a pink whirlwind and shook her hand. "So glad you'll be in Gryffindor...Ruth, was it? You're going to have so much fun!" 

Amy began feeling uncertainty, and possible frightened by Yvette. She didn't only link these feelings with the bright pink jacket and gloves, but now with the grin. It wasn't exactly a friendly grin, it was more of a I-have-tricks-planned grin. 

Amy felt a little nervous, but tried to put it out of her mind. "I can't wait to see your new posters!" Amy replied to Yvette. "I happened to bring one myself, of the England Quidditch Team," Amy then said to Yvette. 

However at that time, Albus Dumbledore's voice boomed throughout the room, and signalled the beginning of sorting. Amy noticed that the First Years came through the Great Hall doors drenched. She couldn't figure out why, it wasn't raining? Then she heard some student laughing, and whispers of "the boats sunk in the lake" could be heard. One thing was clear to Amy, Hogwarts was definitely different then Durmstrang. 

********

Late, as ever, Anders had slunk into the hall midway through the first Sorting, guilt written all over his face. Feeling a bit put out by having met his replacement, he'd sneaked off for a soothing cigarette, which had turned into four. He was now chewing desperately on mints, hoping that Nimue wouldn't comment. He'd promised her he'd try to quit. 

He sat and watched the rest of the first year Sorting, then watched carefully as Nimue's new year mates stepped forward. He smiled to himself, remembering his re-sorting, just before the summer holidays. All those years spent in Slytherin when he should have been in Gryffindor... 

Not for the first time, Anders felt a pang of regret at the way his life had worked out. But then he remembered Nimue and all that the future had to offer him, and a small, shy smile crossed his face. His eyes automatically sought her out, but she was engrossed in the Sorting and was currently speaking to the first of the new pupil Sort-ees who'd been sent to the Gryffindor table. 

He sighed audibly, earning a look from Professor Flitwick to his left. Immediately, not wishing to seem at all brooding, he grinned at the little Professor and started up a conversation in a low voice, trying to hold on to some degree of normality. 

His eyes, however, kept straying to the Gryffindor table. 

With all the commotion, Nimue hadn't realised that Anders had entered the Hall. 

She felt a little sense of deja vu when she saw him sat next to Professor Flitwick though he wasn't wearing Professor's robes anymore. Sometimes honoured guests did sit at the high table and as Professor Snape wasn't shooting 'looks' at Anders then his presence there must be all right. 

Professor Snape appeared to have his attention elsewhere but she couldn't fathom on whom. It made her feel somewhat better about things that Anders obviously did feel welcome and they had spent many hours talking of his future plans. 

Finally she did manage to catch his eye and give him a smile and a quizzical look. Something was 'up' she was sure of it but what? 

As the sorting was happening Marvo enters the hall with Hagrid. Marvo's robes seem soaking wet from the knees down. As Hagrid goes over to Dumbledore and whispers something in his ear before sitting down at the head table. 

Marvo makes his way to the Gryffindor table and sits. "What did I miss?" 

"The Sortings have started." Nimue said with a whisper. "So what did we miss?" said Nimue. "You've obviously been out at the boathouse with Hagrid. What happened to them? Why did they all sink?" 

"No the boats didn't sink..." Marvo paused (probably just for the dramatics of it) "... They were sunk! Someone, or something hulled them. Fortunately Hagrid and a few of the 5th and 6th years were on hand and were able to re float them enough to get the first years back to dry land. 

Hagrid and I have just been examining the boats...." Another dramatic pause "... It was not an accident." 

Nimue was shocked. "Who would want to do something like that? I know that pranks do get pulled but the First Years weren't even sorted yet and there would likely be relatives of people from every House as well as future Housemates. It would just be too cruel a thing to do *and* dangerous as well. I can't imagine even Peeves if he could get out of the castle would be so cruel and the mer-people - well they wouldn't would they? Would they?" 

Ruthie, who was sitting across from Marvo and Nimue, frowned. "I don't see why someone would WANT to sink the boats... Mer-people aren't that vindictive, usually..." 

She shivered and glanced around before surreptitiously casting a warming charm on her hands. 

"Well Hagrid is having a word with Dumbledore to see if he can contact the Mer-People to see if they have any idea what is going on. Other than that we haven't a clue as to the cause or reason behind it. As said, I doubt it would be any one house doing it, as the First Years hadn't been sorted. Not that I wouldn't put it past some 'Slytherings' to do such a thing! It may have seemed surprising to some that Marvo was talking to openly and 'maturely' to Ruth. 

"Good ol' House rivalries." Yvette remarked cheerfully. "I almost missed them!" 

Of course, she wouldn't put such a thing past the Slytherins, but it had been a marvellous joke. 

"Peeves wouldn't have done it...he's not that smart. So it probably was the Slytherins." She smiled. "I'm going to eat a First Year if I don't get my food soon." She warned with a tone of mock-desperation. 

Shinrei had reddened considerably at Yvette's statement about her having good taste in guys. "Yvette-san," she said gracefully wishing to clear up the matter,, "I believe that boy--that is, Jian Hupi--is a monk. A brother of China's Mian-Ju-Tao Order, or soon to be one. I am most fascinated by their Shaolin fighting techniques."

 She smiled at Yvette, still feeling heat all over her face. 

Nimue could tell that Shinrei was embarrassed by Yvette's remark. "Well, I think it pretty likely that Jian will be sorted to Gryffindor. Will his being a monk or an acolyte prevent him from being friends with girls? Friendships don't always led to people becoming romantically involved. Look at me and Marvo here." She took the opportunity to wink at him. 

Shinrei gave Marvo Ward a nod and then turned towards the newly Sorted Gryffindor, Ruth Friedman. "Good evening, Ruth-san. My name is Shinrei Hikari. I am in the Fourth Year. Welcome to Gryffindor House." 

She had noted that the girl was casting a Warming Charm, well hidden from most but not from someone raised by the Clan Kossawa. She reached into her robes and produced her tiny container of pomegranate-and-chicory supplements. "Would you like some of these, Ruth-san?" 

She offered the younger girl the "vitamin" chewables. "These give you remarkable energy and, of course, body heat. A little bit like what coffee does." 

"Oh, just Ruthie is all right," Ruth protested. "No, I'm fine, just a little chilly...the water is cold, you know!" She rubbed her hands together under the table. 

From David's stories of the enormous Hogwarts feasts (and David would know) she was quite confident of getting a good, warm meal, and knew that would warm her up considerably. 

Marvo gave a brief bow to Shinrei and looked at the 'pills' she took out, making a mental note to check on the later. 

Yvette just winked again at Shinrei, who was looking remarkably red by that time. She rubbed her hands together, and wondered if she should get herself a hat. "Is it just me, or did it get colder?" She asked absently, hugging her coat to herself. 

"You sure you're okay?" Madison asked Yvette. "Maybe you need some of Shinrei's pills or something...or a nice hot meal. Either one." She smiled. "Just hang on until the new students get sorted..." 

"It's probably just a cold. Literally." Yvette grinned at her friend. "I'm hanging on, honest...we'd better get some more Gryffindors!" 

*********

Professor McGonagall had smiled discreetly when Ruth Friedman had taken her place at Gryffindor. Naturally she was aware that Ruth was the daughter of Joseph and Calliope Friedman. It was in her opinion a good placement. 

She continued to work her way through the list of First Years, finally reaching: "Lagrand, Nimue" 

Under the eyes of her two older siblings, the small girl with the wet blond pigtails stepped forward, looking incredibly pale and nervous. 

She sat down on the chair with a frightened expression and put the Hat on. 'Hmm,' she heard a voice in her head, 'oh dear, my, we ARE nervous about this, aren't we? Let's see... we have a strong urge to follow rules and orders here, very surprising... nothing daring there... hm... oh, this is difficult indeed... I think we'll best make it HUFFLEPUFF!" 

Ninny put the hat down and hurried to the table and sat down with incredible relief that the torture was over. 

Morticia grinned at Nathan, who muttered something angry under his breath, took out a Galleon and tossed it to Morticia. "Told you", she sniggered while pocketing the coin. 

At the Slytherin & Waiting Table

Drake returned from his unsuccessful search for a teacher and decided to just go to the Hall and wait there for further instructions. He felt incredibly lonely and forgotten. 

As he entered the Hall, things were in a mess there. A herd of wet, freezing and sobbing children was surrounded by eagerly helping students. He shook his head in wonder. Nathan was busy drying up Ninny, who was crying and wailing, and Morticia was busy talking with Kat. 

Drake looked around, but there didn't seem to be many places left at the tables except those obviously reserved for the first years at the end of each table. He spotted an empty seat next to Arcadia and groaned inwardly. 

Then he put on a determined frown and walked toward her. "Anyone s-sitting here?" he asked bluntly, then smiled politely at Oriana. 

"No," said Oriana. "Please do sit down." Saved by the assistant teacher! The longer Oriana could hold off from speaking to Arcadia about the potion, the better. 

"Aren't you Mr. Brixton? The new assistant teacher for Muggle Studies? Very nice to meet you. My name is Oriana Nort. I'm a fourth year Slytherin." She smiled sweetly. 

Arcadia ignored Oriana completely. Pantalaimon saw Drake approach and started a quiet growl. But Arcadia shushed him and smiled up at Drake "Of course Drake, or should it be Mr. Brixton now you're a teacher?" Having a Father as Minister of Magic had its advantages. She smiled and beckoned him to sit. 

Drake smiled politely at Arcadia and Oriana and sat down. 

"D-drake will do," he said, "I'm j-j-just assistant teacher, a-after all." He looked at Oriana. "S-so you're part of th-the crowd, then?" He grinned. "I o-only know Morticia really b-because Nathan a-and I have b-been friends forever..." His face darkened a little.

Arcadia noted Drakes dark look, and planned to use it. "Yes, Nathan dose seem to have changed a lot doesn't he..." 

She gave her nicest' smile "But of course you'll be so busy now, so much to do and all" 

"I h-hope so," Drake said, "I d-don't like it if I d-don't have a-anything to do."

He looked at Ninny Lagrand when Dumbledore announced the first years to be sorted. "P-poor thing," he muttered at seeing a very nervous, trembling, still slightly wet little girl looking up at Nathan with a rather scared expression.

Drake scoffed. "H-how come everyone th-thinks He's got a-answers?" he muttered to himself. "A-anyway. D-do you take Muggle Studies a-at all, Arcadia? And O-oriana?"

Arcadia looked over at Nathan and involuntarily gave a little sigh.

"Muggle studies? erm...well I 'wanted to' but daddy wouldn't let me" she lied, "So I opted to take the time to... Study on my own."

"Yes," Oriana responded. "I do believe I will be taking Muggle Studies this year. I'm looking forward to it." She smiled.

Arcadia sat watching the sorting of Nimue Lagrand and laughed out load as she was sorted to Hufflepuff. "Oh gosh! How embarrassing for them!" She said with a smile.

Then suddenly she turned to Oriana. "Don't you have something to do... now?" A hint of threat was in her voice.

Then Oriana heard Arcadia speak. "Do I have to do it now? What exactly do you want me to do?"

Arcadia gave Oriana a look usually reserved for schoolteachers looking at naughty 4 year olds! However, she was aware she had to be a little careful, with Drake being about.

"Of course you don't 'have' to go now, I just thought you wanted too. Didn't you say it would be 'bad' if you didn't?" She emphasised the word 'bad'.

"And I don't want you to do anything. I haven't asked you to do anything... Have I?" She continued giving Oriana 'the look' and Pan glared up at her.

Drake felt increasingly uncomfortable next to the two girls and tried to concentrate on the Sorting instead of listening to them. Again, he cursed the fact that he still didn't know what he was supposed to do and that there was no other seat at the Slytherin table. 

From a bit further away, Nathan threw him a sympathetic look. Drake frowned as an answer and looked away.

A few seats down, Niki glanced at Arcadia and frowned. She was hungry, and couldn't wait for the Sorting to be over. She was also, perhaps, a little jealous of Nimue Lagrand...she was in the house she belonged in, with no bothersome worries about her family to affect her placement.

Oriana knew exactly what she was supposed to do. She was supposed to take the vile of green potion and put it into Magnus' drink. 

But how? There were so many people around. Someone would definitely see her. And wouldn't it be odd if one of the Slytherins got up and went over to the Gryffindor table? Especially during the sorting process!

Oriana decided it would be best if she waited a few minutes, at least until everyone was talking amongst themselves.

To while away the time she decided to talk to Drake, noting how uncomfortable he looked.

"So Drake how old are you?" she asked. "I hope I'm not getting too personal. If I am you don't have to answer..."  *Perfect, Oriana. Make a fool of yourself...* she thought.

Drake smiled politely. "I'll b-be seventeen in N-november," he replied, "don't r-really feel old enough to teach... S-so why do you want t-to take Muggle Studies, I th-thought it's not v-very popular in Slytherin?"

"I thought it would be interesting to study," she said. "And plus a couple relatives of mine are muggles. I just wanted to take it that's all."

She smiled. The sorting ceremony seemed to go on forever!

Broodingly, Alpha looked at her plate, desperately wishing the Sorting was over. Obligingly she applauded when someone was sorted into Slytherin, but she was not happy about it. 

*********

"Being in Hogwarts School, my friend, is an honour already. I wish for nothing more, yes?" Raphael raised an eyebrow at the other, at Jian Hupi, a stranger from another place, some part of him wondering. A glance at Nathaniel, and he thought some more - Nathaniel himself was calm, dark and brooding, it seemed, but Raphael knew that his anxiety was probably as larger then his own, as was this Jian Hupi's. ...

a part of him knew he was lying, knowing that he assured himself of his calmness to stop a madness pulling him down... 

So, Jian was being strong hiding desires underneath a cloth blanket, under words of honour and humility. A warrior, perhaps. ...was he too a warrior, then? Strength in hiding weakness?... 

Raphael looked at the other curiously, and said to him the words that came rushing into his mind. "I hope the hat sees in us what we might refuse to see in ourselves." The words he spoke to Jian, though, echoed in his mind; a lie. Raphael didn't want the hat to see him... he didn't want the hat to know he was a poor second... he didn't want the hat to know that he was simply not ch- 

He pulled the illusion back around him, pulling himself back to reality, calming his heartbeat, waiting, waiting. The hat sang. Raphael did his best not to think about it, thinking about home... eyes closed and living somewhere else... thinking about climbing trees, never alone in the forest... ancient trees... ancient oak cast by moonlight... 

His eyes snapped open as Nimue Lagrand stepped away and almost skipped to the Hufflepuff table. He looked from Jian Hupi to Nathaniel, and spoke to both of them. "The hat will call for us, soon, won't it," he told them, gripping his left hand so hard that he could feel his knuckles start to warp and crack. 

Jian glanced at Raphael. The boy was pale and looked as if he was ready to flee-or smash his fists against something from all his pent-up tension. 

"I agree with you on both counts, Raphael," he said in answer to the boy's statement. He then thought it would be best if he left the others seated at the table with him to their own thoughts. 

Jian looked at the Gryffindor table. Several First Years had already gone there...would he be seating there by the Sorting's end? 

What Lies Within (Fourth Year Sortings)

The First Year Sortings continued after Nimue Lagrand and soon Professor McGonagall called out: "Quelianam, Hagrain" 

"The hat will call for us, soon, won't it," Raphael said, gripping his left hand so hard that he could feel his knuckles start to warp and crack.

"I'm alphabetically enabled, I think." Nathaniel said cryptically, and then grinned at Raphael.  "I get to go first, out of us, if I'm right."

The dark haired imp by the name of Hagrain was sorted to Ravenclaw quite quickly, and then the moment of truth came.

"Greenleigh, Nathaniel."  the voice calling his name.

Nathaniel stood up; the kitten on his shoulder sitting up straight and looking proud as Nathaniel walked to the stool.

Nathaniel looked at the Hat.  The Hat looked at Nathaniel.

Then Nathaniel scooped the kitten from his shoulder and deposited it gently on the ground, where it sat looking between the boy and the hat.

After a very long moment, Nathaniel took the hat from the stool and sat on the stool, and put the hat on his head.

His hand rubbed at his left cheek as he lowered his hands from the hat, and he waited.

Another very long moment passed in the inky soft darkness of the inside of the hat.

~well?~ Nathaniel thought.  ~do I make something up or admit the Hat's not talking to me?~

~neither~ said the warm voice of the Hat in his head.

~ah.  ok.~  Nathaniel replied, feeling somewhat stupid.

~relax.~ the Hat advised gently.  ~I don't bite.~

~you'd take my head off at the shoulders if you did.~ the aimless reply.

~well, well, well.~  the Hat said after another long minute.  ~you're well hidden away in here, aren't you, young man?~

~what do you mean?~  Nathaniel thought, somewhat self-consciously.

~a labyrinth beyond a mirror.~  came the reply.  It should have meant nothing to Nathaniel.  Nothing at all.

~and beyond lies the apple tree and the black horse.~  Nathaniel thought instead.

The Hat chuckled.  ~so you know, and yet you don't know.~

~I know and don't know what?~  Nathaniel's fists clenched a little in frustration.

~nevermind.~ the Hat sobered.  ~just tell me the key.~

~what key?~

~the key to you.~

~I don't understand.~  Nathaniel was puzzled.

~the key to you.~  the Hat repeated with infinite patience.

~I didn't understand the first time, and saying it again slower REALLY doesn't help!~

~the mirror I could pass.~ the Hat tried to explain.  ~I can't get through the labyrinth.  I need to see you, I need to see what lies beyond.~

The Hat paused.  ~tell me how to get to the apple tree and the black horse.~ it asked suddenly.

~beware the beast.~  Nathaniel's answer came smoothly and with that same distressing lack of thought.  ~follow the woman in white.~

~ah.~ the Hat said with some satisfaction.

~ah!~ the Hat said a moment later, with some surprise.  ~what lies beyond... goodness, where am I going to sort you, young man?~

Nathaniel waited in mute ignorance.

The Hat sighed.

~If I put you in Hufflepuff, you'll end up at odds with them all the time. So that won't do.~

~would I?~  Nathaniel thought in bewilderment, and there was a sudden rush of thought.   A beach.  A sunrise.  A man in blue robes who looked distinctly disgruntled to see Nathaniel.  And Nathaniel... he was all in black and the grin on his face felt insane.

Did the Hat see these thoughts?  Who was the man in blue?  If the Hat saw or knew, it wasn't saying.

~Gryffindor wouldn't suit you at all, again you'd identify the things you did not like and set out to change them by whatever means necessary.~

~I would?~  again the bewilderment followed by sudden thought.  Letters two feet high burned into a stone wall.

~you don't know it yourself, but you would.~  the Hat assured him.  ~If I put you in Slytherin, you'll absorb their attitude and then reject it. It's been tried before.~

Another sudden rush of thought that came and went in the blink of a mental eye.  An underground passageway.  Two men in robes, one of whom was looking slightly scorched and annoyed.

~what?~  Nathaniel almost whimpered. ~It's been what?~

"Ravenclaw!"  the Hat shouted aloud.

Privately the Hat added to Nathaniel.  ~best place for you to start, this time around.~

~what time around?~  Nathaniel asked desperately, but the presence of the Hat had gone.

Moving slowly the boy took the Hat off, and turned it over in his hands once before putting it back on the stool.

Nathaniel walked almost numbly to the Ravenclaw table, and sat down with an almost glazed expression in his eyes.  The kitten ran at his heels and clawed its way up a bench leg to sit on his knee.

Sarah could not control her excitement and along with the general clapping that accompanied Nathaniel's Sorting especially from the Ravenclaw table, she changed places with another so that she could sit next to him. 

She reached her hand to gently touch his in a gesture of friendship and support. He looked somewhat dazed and so she looked at the kitten seeking a cue from it as to whether it was OK to speak or was her presence merely enough. 

Nathaniel didn't say anything for a long moment.  The kitten looked straight at Sarah and then mewled in a friendly manner, dabbing at Nathaniel's knee with a paw gloved in velvet.

He blinked, and his hand automatically turned to hold hers gently, his fingers twining through hers.

"Um."  he said vaguely, his eyes still focused somewhere in the middle distance.  "Yeah."

Then he blinked again and managed half a grin. "That was... highly weird."  he smiled at her.  "Insanely so."

The kitten curled up and purred, looking smug.

"Well one night in the Common Room we can curl up in front of the fire with mugs of cocoa and you can tell me about it. Hopefully Raphael as well. Whichever House he is sorted into though we'll all stay friends I am sure." 

She looked over to the table where Raphael suddenly looked so alone even though others were still sitting with him and hoped her smile towards him spanned the distance. 

*************

The hat shouted out to the world: "Ravenclaw!" 

Nathaniel and the cat made their way to the Ravenclaw table, dropping down onto it, shock registering itself on his face. Raphael stared, unable to fathom: what would his fate be? he couldn't help but smile, though: Sarah and Nathaniel would be happy tonight, in the Ravenclaw place, together, talking. And he would be- 

... in a storm on a lonely cliffside... -away from this place, away from this school. 

He glanced at Jian, and muttered to the other a forced nothing: "you're up next, I think." 

The cracks on the table wavered and slipped from focus as Raphael sat and pondered. Jian had made his peace, finishing the conversation, to slip into his own reverie, staring at the Gryffindor table with fire in his eyes, or so it seemed to Raphael; the other student was preparing himself for what was to come, whatever decision the hat would make, whatever choice it would present to him. 

Piotr didn't receive a glance. 

A phrase was stuck in Raphael's mind: 'So now I must go,' he thought to himself, 'the penguins call.' Where had he heard that before? What did it mean? It was a stupid ditty, stuck in his mind, repeating, and a broken record - why was it plaguing him? He pulled back a desire to smash his fist on the table, a demand to move the sorting along, a demand for the next call to come, and instead sighed and let his eyes flicker up. Pushing through blurry slickness, Raphael blinked twice, and found his gaze resting on the Ravenclaws. 

Nathaniel easily curled his hand around Sarah's, and a million thoughts crowded into Raphael's mind. Some were purely emotion thought nothing but reactions suddenly, without thought: 'shouldn't I be there?' and 'thank god someone is looking after him'. They clouded him, clouded his mind, and clouded his ability to think - until he looked into an inky darkness. 

'What kind of power,' asked another voice from deep within, 'will change you into what kind of person, Raphael Lathander?' 

What did that mean? Who could tell what he was... or what he could become... what did the actions of a girl and a boy he'd known hardly a day matter to him at all, when he was sure he was to walk from this place within the hour? Was he sure that he would leave? And what if he didn't? 

"Would leaving be better? Could something here... could something here..." he whispered to himself, and the voice from within him finished the thought. 'Could something here determine your survival, not just physically, but as yourself, as you?' 

"Yes," whispered Raphael, knowing the answer. And as he looked up, and Nathaniel's hand, clasped in Sarah's, took him away back a few hours to an oath sworn, Raphael prayed... knowing what to pray as Sarah looked up, and a single glance made him less alone then he had been in what seemed like hours, for it was a glance that seemed to wish he was closer... that the triangle was what held his salvation. 

*********

One of the new students at the Ravenclaw table giggled and Sarah looked over and realised that she and Nathaniel were the object of this tittering. 

She then looked down and saw that they were holding hands. It had happened so easily and so naturally that she hadn't been quite conscious. She didn't want to let go that was certain, yet she knew they probably should. 

She blushed slightly and gave his hand a gentle squeeze and then allowed their hands to part - hoping that he would understand that it wasn't that she didn't wish to. She hoped the gentleness of the look she gave him would convey that without need for words. 

She just was not quite sure if this is what friends were suppose to do or did it mean something else to him? To her? She didn't want to be hurt or to lose what she knew had in the course of one day become very precious to her - Nathaniel's and Raphael's friendship. 

Nathaniel was still so shell-shocked from his encounter with the Hat that he honestly hadn't noticed he had twined his fingers with Sarah's until she gave his hand a gentle squeeze and let go.  He ought to have been embarrassed by it. He wasn't. He was still thinking about what the Hat had said to him. 

The kitten however was paying vast amounts of attention. It leapt onto the table edge and stalked down until it was sitting in front of the First Year that had tittered. The First Year had a calico cat that was easily five times the size of the mostly black kitten. 

The mostly black kitten simply looked at the calico cat until it hid under the table, and then it started looking at the First Year until he was almost inclined to follow his cat under the table. Then the kitten stood and stalked back to Nathaniel with a disdainful flick of its tail as though the Firstie wasn't worth its time. 

********

Professor McGonagall was not 100% sure which was the surname and which was the forename of the next student. Still the odds were pretty good there wouldn't be two with that name and he would know who he was either way. 

"New Fourth Year student - Hupi, Jian." she announced. 

"Yes," Jian said in a rushing out of held breath, "I am next."  He placed a hand on Raphael's shoulder and added: "May luck be in your Sorting, too, Raphael."

He stood up from the table.  It would seem the head of every person in the room turned in his direction. 

Blessed Buddha, why were they all staring at him so?

Jian made his way forward to the Sorting Hat, not looking at anybody.

"Is he really a Shaolin monk?" squeaked a girl from the Hufflepuff table. "You mean the kind that fly in Muggle movies?"

"Cool! Maybe we should ask him about kung-fu!" piped in another equally excited boy.

He dared not cast a glance at the Gryffindor table before taking the Hat and sitting down. That way, he

would be less disappointed if he could never join them.

He placed the hat on his head and waited.

~Ah, who would you be, boy? You are not of this land. Your power is different...somehow.~

// China. I am a monk sent to study here by my Order. Mian-Ju-Tao. //

~I see. I remember another so many years ago. He was the perfect Ravenclaw, of course.  Brave but much more intelligent still.~

// That was my great-uncle.//

~But you! Ah, you seem to be a difficult one, monk.  A truly hard worker, with intellect, of course. A

healer, am I right?~

// Yes. //

~Your mind holds secrets not known to many others, all held together by remarkable mental devices.  Cleverly and cunningly disguised. No one could really get to you up there, boy. Hmmm...where shall I put you, then?"

// Blessed Buddha, just say what you believe me to be. //

~I see.  Of course.  There is no other choice.  No one could hope to weaken the strength of your heart. It leads you in all things, monk, and gives no reason to fear anything.  A trait of the truest..... "GRYFFINDOR!"

It was over.

Jian reached up for the Hat, removed it and stood up. This time, he looked at the Gryffindor table and saw it  in a whole new light. That was where he belonged to now.

********

Winifred had taken a place at the Slytherin table among her fellow fourth years. As the first years dispersed, she joined in the applause for the incoming Slytherins. All of the revelry reminded her of her own sorting four years back. Unlike many students, the sorting hat was quick to place her in Slytherin; the reasons, for the most part, are still unknown to her. 

As the transfer students' sorting began, Winifred turned to Luis. "I'm curious, why weren't you at Hogwarts last year and why aren't you participating in the new students sorting?" she inquired, hoping that her questions didn't sound too nosy. 

Luis clenched his fists under the table as Jian Hupi, the holier-than-thou monk, was sorted into Gryffindor, but his face twisted into a mirthless sneer in the boy's direction. 

"So the China-man finally got his wish, joining up with the rest of the holy lot of this school," he muttered under the table. For the briefest of moments, he glared in the general direction of the Gryffindor table. 

He turned his attention back to Winifred. "I was sorted into Slytherin in my First Year, Miss Fanel," he replied, "I went to school here until my Third Year, then I quit. That was about three years ago. My classmates from before are now in the Seventh Year." 

/And obviously sniggering at me right now,/ he added in his thoughts. /Especially the Gryffindor ones./ 

Winifred just nodded, not knowing exactly what to say in response. She made a mental note to do some research on Luis' background before turning her attention back to the sorting. 

*********

The moment the Sorting Hat announced Jian Hupi as a Gryffindor, Shinrei applauded very loudly. She felt a smile light up her entire face and did not even care what her classmates made of her reaction. 

When Jian arrived at their table, she stood up and gave him a very low, formal bow and an enthusiastic smile. "Welcome to Gryffindor House, Hupi-san." 

Amy, who was sitting relatively close to Shinrei, applauded very loudly also.  As Jian Hupi sat down near her and Shinrei, Amy whispered in his ear, "I'm very glad we're in the same house, and will have classes together!  This year is going to be very fun!"  

Then, she began rubbing her hands together, realising how cold she really was.

Jian had bowed back at Shinrei and, for the first time since he had left the temple, gave her his version of a smile: a very slight upward quirking of the ends of his mouth.

He still had to learn how to smile properly.

After he sat down and Amy had spoken to him, he gave her a respectful nod.

"It is my honour to be a part of Gryffindor House, Miss," he replied.  "I am also looking forward to classes. I have much to learn."

********

Professor McGonagall had nodded to Jian as he took his place at the Gryffindor table. 

She looked back at her list of those remaining to be sorted. 

Reading the next name on her list, she glanced up at the table where Piotr and Raphael remained seat. Her forehead furrowed slightly as she looked at the names again.

Not wishing to hold up proceedings while she double-checked with Professor Dumbledore - she was sure.... never mind she would deal with the one she knew was right first....

"Rachinov, Piotr" she announced in her crispest voice. 

Piotr had hardly paid attention to the Sorting at all, so boring did he find it. It came as something of a surprise, therefore when Professor McGonagall called his name. He got languidly to his feet, stretching his body like a cat and sauntered across the floor. 

He sat down on the stool indicated by McGonagall and cast a superior glance around the room, where people were watching him intently. This should be interesting, if nothing else. 

McGonagall dropped the hat on his head.

 ~ What on earth do we have here? ~ The dry voice in his ear sounded faintly confused. ~ There's something not altogether...right about you, boy, what is it? ~ 

The Hat probed deeper into Piotr's mind and its start of surprise was audible to the entire Great Hall. 

// Well? // Piotr thought at it, bored already. // Are you going to get this over with, or what? // 

~ You're not even *human*, ~ said the Hat, sounding more than a little panicky now. ~ I don't know what you are? ~ 

// Oh, I can help you there. // Piotr projected an image at the Hat which began to squawk aloud in a high-pitched voice, "Get me off him! Get me off him!" 

For the second time that evening, Professor Dumbledore broke with tradition, usually remained aloof during the Sortings until his announcements that signalled the start of the First Night Feast. 

He moved quickly to the Stool and spoke briefly and very quietly to the Hat. It calmed immediately. He also shot a stern look at Piotr as he returned to the Table; well aware now of the image the Hat had shown him. He was not amused by such antics. 

On his return he also stopped and had a quiet word with Professor McGonagall - looking at the name she had skipped over. He nodded his head in acknowledgement that indeed that was correct and should be called as written. 

The Hat considered Piotr a little longer. ~ There's only one place for you to go, ~ it said to him alone. ~ Your ambition and drive mean that you could go on to greater things, but only if you can lose the anger. ~ 

// Do I look like I care? //

 ~ You should care, Piotr Rachinov. Don't care didn't care, and all was lost. There is a spark of brilliance at your core, but you have chosen to stifle it under this mask you wear. ~

 // Did I ask for lecture? Just damn well sort me! // 

Piotr was semi-afraid. The Hat was dangerously close to the truth, and that was more than he was ready for just yet. 

"Slytherin!" sang out the Hat, almost gleefully. Just before McGonagall removed it, it whispered a few final words in the boy's ear. ~ I know what you are, Piotr Rachinov, and I've seen both futures. What you eventually become is entirely your choice. Remember that. ~ 

Piotr got to his feet and walked to the Slytherin table in silence. 

Professor McGonagall had not at all been surprised that Piotr had been sorted to Slytherin. Having had a quiet word with the Headmaster she returned to her list of those needing to be Sorted. He had assured her the name on the list she had omitted was correct and that the family concerned had made this placement for entry at the Fourth Year of study some years ago. 

Therefore, without further hesitation she announced: - "Lathander, Rose." 

Silence fell, hushed over the hall. The line between Raphael and the Professor's table cleared, and Raphael looked at the teachers sitting there, aware that he was the only one left on the newbie table.

Rose. Lathander, Rose. They had called for Rose Lathander - but she was not there. He knew what he should do: stand, step away from the table, walk out of the hall, leave... he was not meant to be here... this Rose... Rose... his Rose... was meant to be here... 

And yet... he could feel the hall fading... into the background... he found himself standing... speaking... standing, announcing... and he couldn't hear the words he was saying... 

To the others in the hall, eh stood and faced them, tall, straight backed, a dark cast over his face. But to Sarah and Nathaniel, they could hear the alien cast in his voice, the difference. "Rose Lathander is unable to attend," he announced. "Rose Lathander is dead. I, Raphael, her brother, am here to take her place. Call for Raphael Lathander to brave the Sorting Hat." 

Again, the silence. And then Raphael seemed to sag, slightly, his eyes darting down to the floor for a second. What had he said? The hall seemed to look at him... the professors most of all... looking at him... 

And so, with only a tiny snatch of a glance first towards Piotr, and then towards the Ravenclaw table where Sarah and Nathaniel sat side by side, Raphael waited. Waited for judgement. 

Professor McGonagall glanced over towards Professor Dumbledore who nodded his head in acknowledgement of Raphael's declaration of intention to take his sister's place at Hogwarts.

 She cleared her throat and looking at Raphael directly made the announcement again: "Lathander, .... Raphael" 

********

Without doubt Sarah had been surprised when the name Rose Lathander had been called and a little perplexed - Raphael was a boy wasn't he? 

She didn't think she was prepared for that sort of confusion about her feelings - no definitely a boy.... 

Therefore, it was with some relief that she heard him declare that he was there in his sister Rose's place. How sad she must have been his twin and she was dead - no wonder he was so deeply troubled. 

She smiled warmly at him again from a distance hoping that he would take from that smile a sense of belonging there because as far as she was concerned he most definitely did. 

She also kept her fingers crossed that he would be in Ravenclaw with she and Nathaniel so that they could spend time together and be a family of sorts just as Tish had described. 

Darkened Cracks & Fiery Newcomers

The walk to the hat took an eternity. Step by step, echoing footsteps across the hall, the mindset that Raphael had used when speaking to Jian huddled around him, a bubble that when images and sounds shot through, they became warped caricatures, illusions of grand reality. The hall floor – the many faces, peering at him - the seat - the high table with Dumbledore and the other teachers - the hat - the hat - the hat - and then the darkness. 

Immediately a voice sounded in the dimness of his mind. ~So, okay, should be interesting... right, on top, there's a good dose of bravery... a lot of rashness... desire to perform and prove honour and strength... complete disregard for authority, the next few years are going to be rather enjoyable... so, seems a fairly cut closed case...~ 

Icy darkness pulled itself around Raphael. His skin was burning, ice-cold fire that danced across it in patterns, scorching and pulsing. He could feel the wind fire as it made him glow... wind fire that burned through him... wet darkness and crashing thunder... sea-spray that whipped past him, lashing him apart, ripping and tearing his skin... memories of pain and loathing, memories set in a dark place, where the wood boles seemed to crowd in and taunt him. A shadow swung loose from an oaken branch. A dark shape lay on the floor. A dark shape lay on the floor, hair spread across the forest leaves. 

With that, illusions were stripped from him, and Raphael was left, his mind ripped of any protective illusion. "I'm cold," he whispered, as the icy sea winds and burning air touched his soul.

~What's this? ~ inquired the hat. ~There's something else here... something quite different... cracks... this is completely different... desire to wield magic... learn and perform... duty and lots of application to form... ability, oh, almost instinctive magical ability... well, this one is clear cut too... how interesting... but... Raphael Lathander, who has broken your mind?~ 

Raphael felt the warm clammy touch of the hat, probing and touching his mind, his soul. Torn sections of him, memories in hiding, places he could never see, a black form... ~there's something else here, Raphael...these cracks... dark there, blackness, quite interesting, a little disturbing... and it's fighting to get free, whatever bit of you it is... a lot of pure power... a desire to rule...~ continued the hat, obviously fascinated. It started to probe deeper. 

He could remember the rain and thunder lashing at him, no protection in the storm, out in the wilderness, unprotected by the trees around him who sneered at his predicament. She was too heavy... far too heavy to move... he couldn't move... waiting out the storm. There was a shriek: inhuman, a snarl of hatred, a blackened scream of pain and anguish, and anger. So Much anger. Killing anger, Raphael knew, he remembered, he was there... a blackened hand... a nightmare real... coming for him... a blackened mirror image... coming from him... black soul... coming for him... 

Raphael shrieked himself, stood and tore the hat from his head, flinging it away from himself so violently he almost fell, staggering, balance gone, staggering, slipping. Pain tore down his face, following the scorching path of tears. Then: the entire hall looking at him, the entire hall peering down at him, the entire hall staring, tears that burnt his cheeks; he screamed at the hat in fury: "You aren't meant to go there! You aren't meant to go there!" 

"Raphael..." said the hat, from where it had landed on the teachers table. 

"You aren't meant to take me there," said Raphael, now softly again, staggering back towards the chair, wiping tears off his cheeks, hyperventilating, crumbling, starting to lose the power to stand, slipping, eyes darting wildly around the room.... "...you aren't meant to take me back there..." 

"Raphael," repeated the hat, "you are meant to put me back on - you are meant to be at this school. Put me back on. I will not take you back there, but you must put me back on. Put me back on.” 

********

Whispers erupted around the hall. First, it wasn't even the person who got the letter...and now the boy was crying, shouting at the hat. 

"What in the world...?" Niki whispered to herself. She was quite sympathetic, however, remembering her own Sorting. 

The school watched in mute horror, Nathaniel numbered amongst them. Nathaniel was glad that Sarah had let go of his hand because he found his hands had tightened into fists so hard that his knuckles were white and his fingernails were biting small crescent shaped marks into his palms. 

He shouldn't say anything. He shouldn't do anything. The kitten on his knee was restless. "I've been here and done this." he whispered softly to himself, unaware if any were listening. "And been bound to be his enemy before." 

The kitten leapt onto the table and mewled angrily at Nathaniel. "Damn it." Nathaniel told the kitten. "I'll not do it again." 

The kitten looked smug and relocated to Sarah's lap, as if pinning her down, indicating that she shouldn't interfere. And then Nathaniel was on his feet and moving to Raphael's side, putting a steadying arm round the boy's shoulder. 

"Hey, kid." he said softly. "Take deeper breaths than that, you're starving yourself of oxygen breathing like that. Let's get this over and done with, no? Let the Hat sort you and then we'll go get some fresh air, alright, kid?" 

For the third time in this evening, Professor Dumbledore got up from his place at the Teacher's table. He picked up the Sorting Hat and went to stand before Raphael Lathander acknowledging Nathaniel's presence with a slow nod. 

Then he looked into Raphael's eyes. His own gentle eyes were full of compassion at what this young wizard was undergoing. "I also think you should put the Hat on again. However, Raphael it has to be your choice, your will. It has given you its promise not to probe too deeply. I also give you my promise not to probe too deeply into your pain. . Yet let us provide the safe haven that you need to begin your healing." 

With that he held out the hat to Raphael and waited. You could hear a pin drop the Hall became so quiet. 

The hat. In his vision. In his path. Waiting. Dumbledore and Nathaniel stood, waiting, watching, as his heart stilled and calmed, as the firewind fled from his mind, leaving him in peace. Nathaniel had told him: place the hat on your head, and then we leave, fresh air, Hogwarts air. Hogwarts air. 

"Old man," whispered Raphael to Nathaniel, "yes," he murmured, emerald fire in his eyes, staring at Nathaniel, gripping his hand, staring as the hat descended onto his head, staring, his right hand an anchor to Nathaniel and reality.

And as the hat slipped once more over his head and Raphael slipped into an inky darkness, with a thousand tiny points of light punching through the material of the hat. "My heart beats," he whispered, "my pulse... I live, I breathe... I love... I hurt... please don't hurt me... please don't take me... not alone... not alone..."

 ~No,~ replied the hat, to his mind, cutting him off. Raphael closed his eyes, braced himself, for a probing touch in the almost blackness, bracing himself... but the darkness faded, and the light faded with it. A hand clasped itself around Raphael's - leathery, strong, aged hand - and pulled him into the sunshine. 

He was in a deserted garden, ensconced by forest, wildflower wrapping themselves around the trees, wreathing them in a delicate aura that shone and rippled colour in the sunlight. Raphael could feel the hat on his head, but now he could see... he was somewhere else. "Where am I?" he inquired. The sunlight poured down on them, warming Raphael as he had not been warmed in hours, making his blood flow and his mind retreat from the precipice. Friendly flame crept into his words, and he asked the hat, "you gonna try and finish off the job this time?" 

"Inside," stated the hat on his head, speaking aloud about and to the forest and flowers. This was a tiny, cultivated section of the forest: the crumbling remains of a stronghold, Raphael could see, started in the dimness of the trees nearby, a stronghold with grey stone and silent passages, but it was not important, not a consideration amongst this temple of wildness. These flowers... who had planted them here? Had he? Was this garden meant for him, from the Mother Nature herself? 

Walking through the flowers, which became more and more unorganised, beauty in their freedom, the hat and he came to the source of the smoke on the horizon, a painted, leather tent with smoke pouring from a hole in the top. "Do you want to go into the sweat, Raphael?" asked the hat. 

"Not yet," was his mind, heart and voices' reply, and again his spirit rose, "I'm not into chucking due to smoke inhalation, thanks, messieur hat." His pathway, the flowers spinning around him in a cacophony of colour, soon came across the doorway. Dark frame, an oaken door, bound with iron, swinging open, darkness beyond... lightning flashing. Thunder sounded. 

An ancient oak stood in the distance, through the door, in another place, and... a figure stood... a fiddle in his hands... violinist with blackened hands? Images: peeling, swaying, dry bowstring, screech of the instrument, a set of cards, exploding in the moonlight, the black knave of hearts... the card striking the floor....

The hat slipped further over his vision... he couldn't see the face of the fiddler... he couldn't see the face... the face... 

The door was suddenly closed no sound but the dying echoes of the thunder and a haunting fiddle melody that died in the sounds of sunlight. 

"No," said the hat. "Not yet there, either, young one." And so Raphael walked onwards, the pathway slipping, blurring from his vision, blurring into obscurity, fading, and then all memory gone. 

"Young one? You poke my mind into pieces, and then you call me young one?" asked Raphael of the hat, his heart calm and without anger, now he was away from the doorway. "You should learn some bedside manner, mister. Damn insensitive Emergency Medical HoloHats'." 

To that the sorting hat chuckled, but then fell silent, concentrating as the sun slipped towards the horizon. Without warning, blackness swirled over his vision, a deep dark with an oily sheen, tumbling... a waterfall in the forest, the light dim of dusk or approaching dawn, he couldn't tell. A waterfall that the water tumbled black in the dim light. 

"Your legs ache," the hat told him, "you are tired, and yet your mind is not spent. Interesting," the hat said, and it was true - had he been running for hours in this place? A sprint through the forest. Even his mind seemed to ache. He was seeing things... his hands had a bluish gleam around them... reflecting the icy gleam of eyes in the forest... Zephyr was there, although distant, watching. "He watches over you," said the hat, "as is his duty?" 

Raphael didn't reply, but walked closer to the black waterfall, seeing in his left hand his wand, glittering black. Then the waterfall of night. In his vision tumbled the water... the raven feathers... a million raven feathers, floating down, crashing against each other, flowing, a waterfall of black, and an aura of the rainbow off the oily tumbling scraps. 

There were so many of these - rose petals - raven feathers... millions of them flowing into a dark basin, and yet, the dark did not trouble him. 

"I have been here before" muttered the hat, "those dark feathers..." They were beautiful: a million dark shapes, blackness which were the colours of the rainbow, hypnotising Raphael, entrancing him, as they flew into his vision, blinding him momentarily... 

He didn't let go of Nathaniel's hand as he swiped off the hat, only a minute after he had placed it on his head, his eyes shining a bluish black for just a moment as he returned his mind to the hall. The hat he placed on the chair next to him, Nathaniel and he silent, both of them glancing at each other, both of them wondering. 

"Which house am I in?" asked Raphael of the hat, his murmur filling the great hall. 

"Ravenclaw," whispered the hat, "Ravenclaw House once again welcomes an angel, Raphael Lathander." 

And with that Raphael stepped away, only allowing himself to stagger and start to slip, exhaustion in his eyes, as he gripped Nathaniel in a bear hug. He stopped, silent, and swayed before him, a tired smile on his lips, and led Nathaniel Greenleigh back towards the door, limping and leaning on the other, his eyes burning an invitation into Sarah's to follow them out. 

Marvo watched closely, his arms crossed, and raised an eyebrow.

*********

Sitting next to Oriana Drake nodded absent-mindedly, distracted by the Sortings of Piotr and even more Raphael. "Well, well," he muttered to himself, frowning, "funny year, isn't it..." 

He knew that, since he was only assistant teacher and had not even really started his position yet, the Headmaster would not tell him what was going on, but maybe he's have a chance to find out. 

He watched McGonagall and Dumbledore exchanging words and looks and then examined Piotr a bit further up the Slytherin table. A hiss let him turn his head. Nathan was gesturing to him. 

Drake smiled as he recognised the sign language they'd invented as kids, took in the message and nodded briefly before turning his head again to watch Piotr. 

Since there was so much going on, nobody in the Hall noticed anything, he was quite sure of that. Except maybe the girls sitting next to him. 

"Funny indeed" Whispered Arcadia, her eyes fixed on Piotr.  She involuntarily licked her lips.

"That boys going to need a closer look I think" She said, more to herself than anyone else.

She was able to drag her eyes away from Piotr long enough to see the commotion that Raphael was causing.

"Ha! Another Ravenclaw. I bet they'll be desperate to get to their books and explain this!" Pantalaimon remained curled by Arcadia's feet, his amber eyes looking straight at Piotr.

"Nothing bad a-about b-books, Miss Fudge," Drake said scathingly, "is th-there?" But somehow he wasn't in the mood to quarrel. "Wh-what do you think of him?" he asked quietly and nodded at Piotr. "A-and of the o-other two?"

"Books are okay I suppose, if you're into that sort of thing." Arcadia turned to give her full attention to Piotr.

"He's... different." Was all she said. Then she looked over to Nathan, but Pantalaimon remained looking at Piotr. She sighed a little.

Piotr did not notice Arcadia's scrutiny.  The Hat had certainly given him food for thought.  'Your future is up to you'.  He'd always sincerely believed that his future had been mapped out for him.  It had been

freefall until the day his father had decided to map it for him.

Up to him.

The concept was alien and almost frightening to a boy with such a crystal-clear view of the world as Piotr Rachinov.  He had known from an early age what his destiny was meant to be.  The fact that he neither wanted nor agreed with it was perhaps not important any more.

He became aware of the prickling sensation of being watched and raised his gaze, swinging his violet eyes around to meet those of Arcadia Fudge.  He smiled, just ever so slightly, his violet eyes glowing gently, before turning away from her again to stare out the window, a bored expression on his face.

As Piotr's violet eyes met Arcadia's amber ones she felt a shudder (or was it a tingle?) run though her body. Pantalaimon shook himself and she looked away. "ooh" Was all she said.

Raphael's rather unusual sorting caused a lot of hushed rumours at the Slytherin table. "This is turning out to be quite an interesting feast," remarked Winifred.

**********

The sorting was done with. Nathaniel didn't know or care if there were any left to be sorted after Raphael. As far as he was concerned, the event was over when the Hat pronounced Raphael to be Ravenclaw. 

Raphael staggered and Nathaniel was there, turning the fall into a bear hug between friends while Raphael got his balance again. Too many eyes here even with the entertainment over. 

Kat who had already welcomed the new Ravenclaw first years was standing and cheering with the other Ravenclaws at the sorting of Raphael. 

"Welcome to Ravenclaw!" She called to Nathaniel and Raphael. "I'm sure you will both enjoy sharing our house." She winked at Sarah.

Nathaniel got Raphael to lean on him and led him towards the door and the promised fresh air, shrugging the sleeves of his robe down over his wrists to hide the bruises that Raphael's grip had left on his lean wrist. 

The mostly black kitten on Sarah's lap mewled up at her and leapt down to the floor, looking back at her and beckoning with an imperious flick of the tail to follow. 

"Hang on in there, kid." he murmured. Outside he navigated by sense of memory to an outside door, and the two black haired boys stepped out into the night. There was no cloud cover and the stars were diamonds twinkling in a bed of black velvet far overhead. 

Too early in the season for the chill of autumn to touch the air with a frosty nip. "Well, we're Sorted." Nathaniel said brightly. "So it looks like the Hat saw something in us both worth training as wizards. There's a scary thought, eh?" 

Sarah didn't need the kitten's encouragement. She did however exchange a look with Professor Dumbledore as she left her seat at the Ravenclaw table. He nodded granting her permission to leave the Hall and follow the boys. 

Thus, following the kitten's lead she exited the castle into the astonishingly beautiful clear night. 

Approaching Nathaniel and Raphael she was lost for words. She had been crying during Raphael's ordeal and she could still feel where they had run down her cheeks. 

"Hey..." she said quietly, "Welcome to Ravenclaw...both of you." 

**********

The rain was falling all around him, coming down in torrents from the angry, roaring sky.

It had been a most eventful summer, for sure. He had read more books in those few months than he ever had in his whole life put together.

Books that helped him learn about his own true kind: Wizards.

The boy was a spectacle in white and blue--and red. He wore a white T-shirt, blue jeans, clothes that were not appropriate for the weather. Then again, he was a California boy by heart.

But he wasn't cold.

Surrounding him in a visible aura of fiery red was his very own pyrokinetic projection--manipulated fire. It served as both a full-body shield against the rain and his built-in body heater.  He enjoyed the sizzling sound of rain hitting the fiery force field. Inside, he was dry and warm, his clothes and things all untouched by the downpour.

He walked up the steps of the castle. He looked up, and further up still.  Above him were towers and stone shapes and magnificent structures.  A Gothic sight against the raging heavens, straight out of a Tim Burton movie.

"Hey, Hogwarts School," he said. He smoothed a hand through his dark auburn hair, cut short and neatly. In the darkness his eyes glowed a very bright red.

Zidane Marsh Summers rapped on the door.

Professor Flitwick had escaped unseen from the Great Hall in all the chaos. He was expecting someone. Quite an interesting student in his opinion, a fascinating find he had told Dumbledore when he had recommended that he be invited to the school. 

The entrance hall was quite empty now, and as Professor Flitwick reached the front door there was a knock. He opened the door, to see Zidane Summers on the steps.  "Ah, there you are m'boy. Good." 

The Professor watched the rain sizzle off the aura around the red haired boy. The red eyes that peered at him were still a little disconcerting. 

"I see you didn't get too wet on the way here then. Well come in, don't just stand there." He held the door open, listening carefully to the sound of the sorting in the great hall, and consciously aware that if they did not hurry back to the Hall they were going to be late... 

**********

Of course, Professor McGonagall had not batted an eye at the unusual behaviour of Mr. Lathander though she did raise an eyebrow when the two boys followed by Miss Taverner and a mostly black kitten exited the Hall. Dumbledore didn't seem to mind and Professor Flitwick... well..... 

Still whatever the Headmaster may have whispered to Prof. McGonagall had seemed to satisfy her curiosity for now about the substitution. It would no doubt be an interesting evening in the Staff Room as the Heads of Houses compared notes on their latest recruits. Flitwick was certainly gathering himself a most unusual crop this year! 

She looked at her list. There was another name but no one was seated at the waiting table. 

She cast a look around the room - hundreds of expectant and hungry faces greeted her including a few from the Teachers' Table!

 Still she observed the ritual of the Sorting: "Summers, Zidane." she called. 

Silence...... 

"Summers, Zidane" again silence. 

"Does anyone know if Mr or Miss Summers" she was taking no chances with such an unusual name, "will be gracing us with their presence this term?" 

********

Carina Darnell surveyed the goings on with inquisitive grey eyes. From her side-table, the pupils seemed so alien. But she knew that would soon change. She looked over at the Slytherin table, where she was certain she would end up. A slight smile flitted across her face, before she resumed her blank, emotionless expression. 

She turned her eyes back to the sorting hat. She wished that her name would be called soon. Her patience was starting to wear thin. She hadn't been waiting for the few minutes. She'd been waiting for three years. And it was nearly her turn. Nearly. 

Lips curled slightly, she continued to await her call. 

*******

"Good evening, sir," Zidane (his voice rather strangely disembodied through his burning red aura) greeted the diminutive teacher. 

"I hope I'm not late." Suddenly, the fiery aura around his body fell away as he stepped out of the rain and into the dry warmth of the Hogwarts Entrance Hall. His eyes turned back to their normal hazel colour. 

"I have to apologise all the same, Professor. My mother was not much help. She talked my ear off over the mobile phone. Told her the stuff won't work anymore once I get into proximity with Hogwarts School, so she took all the time she could in saying last-minute reminders while I was still well away from here."

 Zidane had met Professor Flitwick over the summer. The teacher had presented to him and his parents another opportunity to "learn about Zidane's unusual abilities." For Zidane, it was his first chance at being away from the doctors poking and probing into his insides and from the paranoia of his parents of others finding out about their son's "fiery nature." 

He followed Professor Flitwick through the halls. Zidane excitedly noted of portraits moving around, whispering and pointing and goggling at him. When they stopped before a large door, Zidane reached into his backpack and gave the teacher a large package of Reese's Pieces. 

"Before we go inside, sir, please accept these, uh, Muggle, um, sweets. Chocolate with really delicious fillings inside. They're a token of my appreciation for all your help. I didn't know what to get wizard teachers, so..." His voice trailed off and he gave the teacher a grin. 

Professor Flitwick looked slightly embarrassed at the gift. "Thank-you." He said. "But it really was only what I would have done for any talented youngster like yourself." He gave the boy a shy smile.

As they stepped into a big hall filled with people, Zidane heard a very formal-sounding female voice say: "Does anyone know if Mr or Miss Summers will be gracing us with their presence this term?" 

Zidane looked towards the front of the room at a regal-looking witch and back down at Professor Flitwick. "Is she talking about me, sir?" 

As he heard Professor McG called Zidane's name Prof. Flitwick became a little flustered. "Yes, I think she does mean you. It is the sorting you see." 

He seemed to remember explaining it before, but as this young man had come to Hogwarts from a muggle background he had no idea how much Zidane would remember. He ushered the boy into the Great Hall. 

"He is here, Professor McGonagall. I'm sorry that he is a little late." Professor Flitwick looked small and nervous as he pushed the boy forward towards the stool on which the sorting hat was waiting. 

Zidane had grinned at the teacher's reaction to his Reese's Pieces gift, but nerves took over when

Professor Flitwick pushed him forward into the line of sight of everyone in the very big dining room.

There were so many kids here. Maybe this was what high school cafeterias looked like, though this time he was in a setting with a more cinematic Gothic twist.

The Sorting. Zidane Summers rarely forgot about anything and now was no exception. It was a ceremony that determined as to which Hogwarts house one belonged. Kind of like selecting people for teams. Gryffindor, Slytherin, Ravenclaw and...he tossed his mind around for a few seconds. Powerpuff? Jigglypuff? Nah. Hufflepuff. That was it.

Taking his cue from Professor Flitwick, and determined not to let the teacher down, he cleared his throat and summoned all the bravado he could muster under the very obvious public scrutiny.

"Good evening, Professor McGonagall," he said clearly, a smile on his face, to the regal witch who was

holding some kind of list. He lowered his head slightly, respectfully, then he shouldered his

backpack more tightly and stepped forward. "I am Zidane Summers.  Sorry to have kept you waiting."

That Zidane had apologised for keeping them waiting, stood him in good stead with Professor McGonagall. She nodded at him.

"That's quite alright Mr. Summers. You are here now. Just step forward and sit upon the stool and place the Sorting Hat upon your head."

*Try not to traumatise it* she thought to herself.

Professor McGonagall then noticed another new student sitting back in the shadows, not yet sorted. She looked back at her list of sortees for the Fourth Year and saw that the top of the parchment contained 

the name - 'Carina Darnell'. 

She gave a little sigh but caught the eye of the girl and nodded slightly. She would be called next.

"Thank you very much, ma'am," Zidane replied smoothly, smile still in place.

The Sorting Hat took him by surprise. It was old and tattered and patched and frayed. His mother would probably have a heart attack when she saw the thing near her only son.

Zidane raked a hand through his auburn hair. He let his backpack drop on the floor and picked up the

Sorting Hat.  He sat on the stool and placed it on his head.

Before the hat's brim fell down to cover his face, his eyes glowed its telltale fiery red then receded in

colour once more. His eyes were so sensitive to magical energies.

He just hoped that no one would give a big deal that his eyes had just turned red.

Zidane stared into the darkness behind the Hat's brim.

// Now what? // he wondered.

~ Now I sort you. Hmmm...you are a strange one. And so full of fire. ~

// That would be literal, right? //

~ Both literal and figurative, I say. I must admit there never was one in this school like you, boy. ~

// That's what some people told me. Never one like me. I do things with fire. It's only lately that someone told me I was a wizard. //

~ But of course you are. You have tremendous power, and so unique. A human phoenix, or most like. But above all your intellect is blinding, boy. ~

// Is it? //

~ I know things that others do not. But worry not. I keep my secrets. So be it then. I choose you, human phoenix, for RAVENCLAW! ~

Zidane instinctively whipped the Hat off his head as it shouted out the last word. He got to his feet, grabbing his backpack's strap. His knees were still shaking slightly at the Twilight Zone trip into the

Hat.

Applause exploded from one table where the students were all wearing black robes pinned with blue eagle crests. Ravenclaw. Right.

He looked at Professor Flitwick and gave the teacher a thumbs-up sign. Zidane then turned and made his way to the Ravenclaw table.

The Feast and the Sorting of Miss Darnell continues in Transcript 39.

